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    I dedicate this book to every person who has the courage to live and love outside the box
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    Introduction
  


  
    Opening Up to the Possibilities: Challenging Monogamy and Revolutionizing Relationships
  


  
    MY LIFE’S WORK for more than a decade has been dedicated to educating and empowering people around their sexuality. I write about sex, I teach workshops and lecture about sex, I answer people’s questions about sex, I demonstrate techniques for sex, I make sex-positive movies, and I produce sex events. Because of my work and my never-ending interest in all things sexual, I have witnessed and indulged in a wide variety of sexual experiences and met people from all walks of life. I’ve met people who are straight, queer, bi, vanilla, kinky, and just plain horny. I’ve made friends with leatherfolk, swingers, gender-queers, sex workers, polyamorous people, Tantra practitioners, Pagans, and sex radicals.
  


  
    The first time I saw someone have sex right in front of me, I was mesmerized, awestruck, turned on. It was really cool. The 400th time, it’s still cool, but it’s different. I found myself less interested in the surface of what I was seeing—how he licks her, the noises she makes 
     when she fucks her, the way he looks when she plays with his ass, what he says when he talks dirty to him, and on and on. Instead, I was much more fascinated by who the people are. Are they a couple? How long have they been together? What made them decide to come to this sex event? What do they like about having public sex? Who is that other woman I often see making out with them both? Do they have sex with other people? I want to know what the context is for what I am watching. I want to know about the inner workings of their relationship.
  


  
    And it was no wonder. As I got to know these people, I discovered that their relationships were a lot more intriguing, complex, and transgressive than their sex lives (and their sex lives were pretty amazing). In addition to sharp communication skills and a creative sense of identity, they all appeared to have one thing in common: they were all in nonmonogamous relationships. And they’d found a way to make those relationships work so well that they exuded an above-average level of sexual and emotional satisfaction—something that in my experience and observation seems to elude a lot of people. So, I wondered, just how do they do it?
  


  
    
  


  The Decline of Marriage and Monogamy


  
    
      Most of the world’s peoples, throughout history and around the globe, have arranged things so that marriage and sexual exclusivity are not the same thing.—The Myth of Monogamy1
    

  


  
    It’s no secret that traditional monogamous marriage in America is in serious trouble and has been for quite a while. The model of the stay-at-home wife and the husband as sole breadwinner began to change during the Industrial Revolution; it shifted significantly when women entered the workforce in record numbers during World War II. Once women began working outside the home, earning their own money 
     (albeit less money for the same work), exploring education and career opportunities, gender roles shifted and marriage changed. In the 1950s there was a brief return to more traditional coupling: 96 percent of people of childbearing age were married, and they got married at a younger age.2 This period in what I call “Leave It to Beaver Land” didn’t last for very long. The 1960s brought the sexual revolution, part of a counterculture movement among young people that openly questioned prevailing norms about sex and gender. Through writing, activist groups, and public demonstrations, men and women critiqued the Vietnam War, capitalism, and the nuclear family. They promoted sexual liberation and “free love” over monogamy and marriage. Along with this change in cultural ideas and social norms came a decline in marriage rates, an increase in divorce rates, and a decrease in the number of children people had.3
  


  
    The activism of the sixties gave birth to the women’s movement, which mobilized women and men to challenge gender roles, stereotypes, and inequality. Access to birth control and legalized abortion meant women could take charge of their reproductive choices and have sex for pleasure, not just for procreation. Feminists critiqued and rejected marriage as a patriarchal institution. In 1970, the marriage rate briefly increased, but divorce rates showed a sizable increase, too: 14.9 per 1,000 married women age 15 and older, up from 9.2 in 1960. By 1975, the marriage rate began to decline again and divorce rates continued to rise.4 The seventies also saw a burst of academic work on swingers and alternative relationships and the publication of over a dozen books on those subjects. The Stonewall Riots of 1969 jump-started the gay and lesbian civil rights movement, giving traditional marriage and nuclear families yet another detractor: queer people.
  


  
    In the eighties, marriage rates continued to drop. Part of the decline was blamed on the rise of another form of coupling: unmarried heterosexual couples who lived together (and were given the decidedly unsexy moniker “cohabitators”). Although cohabitators weren’t new, 
     by the eighties there were enough of them that sociologists and the US Census Bureau began to take notice. Divorce rates kept rising in the eighties until 1995, when they began to decline slightly, although not as quickly as marriage rates did. By the nineties, more gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered people were coming out of the closet than ever before. They were living together, having commitment ceremonies, and raising children; the greater visibility of this community continued to redefine ideas about relationships and family.
  


  
    In 2004, the marriage rate was 39.9 per 1,000 unmarried women age 15 and older, which means that in less than 50 years, the rate had dropped nearly 50 percent.5 In the same time period, rates for second, third, and fourth marriages increased, although those marriages don’t necessarily fare any better: statistics show that the divorce rate for remarriages is even higher than for first marriages.6 Clearly, the structure, expectations, and functionality of marriage are not as desirable or functional as they were 50 years ago.
  


  
    There’s another significant indicator that monogamous marriages and relationships aren’t working: cheating is epidemic. The Kinsey Report was the first to offer statistics on the subject from a large study published in 1953; it reported that 26 percent of wives and 50 percent of husbands had at least one affair by the time they were 40 years old. Other studies followed, with similar findings. According to the Janus Report of 1993, more than one-third of men and more than one-quarter of women admit to having had at least one extramarital sexual experience. Forty percent of divorced women and 45 percent of divorced men reported having had more than one extramarital sexual relationship while they were still married.7 In a 2007 poll conducted by MSNBC and iVillage, half of more than 70,000 respondents said they’ve been unfaithful at some point in their lives, and 22 percent have cheated on their current partner.8
  


  
    While nearly anyone you ask will tell you cheating is wrong and immoral, research obviously reflects decidedly different behavior. 
     Having an affair has become like a shadow institution in this country: it’s so ingrained in our culture that we take it for granted as inevitable. Cheating on one’s partner is a pivotal plot point in countless television shows, movies, plays, operas, pop songs, and even commercials. It has become so widespread that it has spawned an entire industry of dating websites for cheaters to meet other cheaters, books and self-help programs, and private investigation services. Although publicly it’s considered unacceptable, it has become an accepted part of life.
  


  
    For those people who manage to avoid cheating (or being cheated on), there is still a general dissatisfaction with monogamous relationships. Complaints about being stuck in a rut abound. Everywhere you look, you are urged to “spice up” your sex life, reignite the romance, combat monotony, or bring back the spark in your relationship. The number of magazine articles, books, talk show episodes, workshops, retreats—not to mention people’s individual counseling sessions—devoted to these topics is staggering.9 Couples therapy is a booming business. Lots of people seem pretty unhappy.
  


  
    
  


  Monogamy’s Mythology


  
    Those who talk most about the blessings of marriage and the constancy of its vows are the very people who declare that if the chain were broken and the prisoners left free to choose, the whole social fabric would fly asunder. You cannot have the argument both ways. If the prisoner is happy, why lock him in? If he is not, why pretend that he is?
  


  
    —George Bernard Shaw 10
  


  
     

  


  
    It’s no wonder people are so dissatisfied: monogamy sets most people up to fail. The rules of traditional monogamy are clear: you’ve vowed to be emotionally and sexually exclusive with one person forever. But it’s the unspoken rules that will trip you up. We’ve collectively been sold a fairy tale of finding that one person with whom you’ll live happily 
     ever after. The expectations are endless: your one-and-only is your soul mate, the person with whom you are 100 percent sexually and emotionally compatible, your “other half” with whom you share the same values about everything. He or she will fulfill all your needs—physical, emotional, psychological, affectionate, financial, romantic, sexual, and spiritual. If you are truly in love, you will never have any desire for anything from anyone else.
  


  
    Some people see through this unspoken mythology, consciously reject the unreasonable expectations, decide to commit to one partner, and are satisfied. These folks choose monogamy and it works for them. But it is more common that people are monogamous not by choice, but by default; they believe monogamy is what everyone else is doing, what is expected, and how relationships are supposed to be. In addition, they have grown up with messages about the fairy tale, it has seeped into their consciousness, and they work hard to live up to all the hype. The problem is that those unspoken expectations of monogamy are unrealistic and unattainable.
  


  
    When someone in a monogamous relationship is first confronted with a desire that contradicts the mythology, it causes a range of reactions. Perhaps you realize your partner isn’t meeting all your needs. Or you find yourself attracted to someone else. At first you feel guilty because you’re not supposed to have those feelings. They’re supposed to be reserved for your one-and-only! If you were really in love… But you have them, and you have some options. You can recognize the feeling without shame or guilt and decide you’re not going to act on it because you don’t need to or want to. You will probably feel good about this decision—it is the decision made by people who’ve thought about monogamy and chosen it consciously. But the next three options are far more common: 1) Deny the desire: This is a coping mechanism that sends your feelings underground, where they fester, leading to resentment, anger, and disconnection from your partner. 2) Indulge the desire: Your only option here is to cheat, which leads to deception and betrayal. 3) Fulfill the desire: 
     You can only truly fulfill it if you end your current relationship and then start one with the new person. Serial monogamy, here we come!
  


  
    In actuality, there is another option. There are several, in fact. But they all require that you give up monogamy. Cheaters do at least one honest thing: they acknowledge that one partner can’t meet all their needs and that they want to have sex or a relationship with someone other than their current partner. Then they fuck everything up by lying. They act on their desire with dishonesty by sneaking around, keeping secrets, and shutting down communication with their partner.
  


  
    
  


  Nonmonogamy as an Alternative Choice


  
    
      If you love something, set it free. If it comes back to you, it’s yours. If it doesn’t, it never was.—Anonymous
    

  


  
    People who practice nonmonogamy begin from the same premise: one partner cannot meet all their needs and they may want to have sex or a relationship with someone other than their current partner. But instead of hiding it, they bring this fact out in the open. They don’t stifle their behavior based on how they’re supposed to act. They open the lines of communication. They talk honestly about what they want, face their fears and the fears of others, and figure out a way to pursue their desire without deception. They don’t limit themselves to sharing affection, flirting, sex, connection, romance, and love with just one person. They believe strongly that you can have all these things with multiple people and do it in an ethical, responsible way.
  


  
    There are no scripts or models for open relationships, so people in them must invent their partnerships by living them. When their relationships change, they are just as likely to renegotiate them to make them work as they are to end them. Because they have multiple experiences, people, and relationships in their life, they rarely get stuck in that rut that monogamous people complain about.
  



  
    On the surface, it may seem that people in nonmonogamous relationships give up the comfort and security of monogamy. After all, on a regular basis they must confront one of our deepest fears—that a partner is going to leave. But they value their freedom and the freedom of their partners, and with that freedom comes, for some, a greater sense of security. It sounds like a contradiction, but one of the most profound things I have learned from people in nonmonogamous relationships is how confident and content they feel about the strength of their partnerships. One woman said she knows her partners are in a relationship because they want to be, not out of any obligation. Another told me that because her relationships aren’t built on false ideas about exclusivity forever, she feels more cherished by her partners; she said, “There is an investment in what we have rather than what we should have.” But all this freedom doesn’t mean it’s a free-for-all. Nonmonogamous folks are constantly engaged in their relationships: they negotiate and establish boundaries, respect them, test them, and, yes, even violate them. But the limits are not assumed or set by society; they are consciously chosen.
  


  
    Who are these daring revolutionaries? When most people think of those with multiple partners, a few images come to mind. The cheating spouse and his mistress. Crazy swingers, wild orgies, and sex parties. Polygamous people of a foreign culture in a faraway land. But non-monogamous people are not a strange or rare breed. They are everywhere, all around you. They belong to hip urban enclaves and they live on farms in rural America. They have high school diplomas and they have PhDs. They may have little in common in their everyday lives. What they share is the honesty and willingness to take a leap and create relationships that defy everything we’ve been taught.
  


  
    
  


  My Research


  
    In the past 10 years, I’ve studied a lot about polyamory and other forms of nonmonogamy. What always struck me, in reading books and 
     attending workshops, was that how-to information is helpful, but it’s just a framework. I can remember attending talks on the subject and walking away feeling that I didn’t know any more than I did before. Polyamory was portrayed in an idealistic way where everyone was on the same page, having tons of sex and getting along great. It made me a little suspicious.
  


  
    Several years ago, while out of town, I went to dinner with a friend and a woman I knew from the area. I knew both of them were polyamorous, and we struck up a conversation about it. My friend said, “My primary partner and I don’t have a sexual relationship. We have sex with our other partners. But we are 100 percent committed to one another.” I was surprised, because what she was saying contradicted all the models I knew. Our companion was a very high-profile leader in the BDSM community, and she’d been with her primary partner for a long time. “Della and I became poly after she cheated on me. I was sort of dragged into polyamory nonconsensually, in other words. When I found out she cheated, I was hurt and angry, but when I cooled down, I realized I did not want to end our relationship. So, we sat down and said, What can we do to make this work?”
  


  
    What I realized that night, listening to their stories, was that I hadn’t heard a lot of people talk about the specifics of their situations. When someone is willing to share the nitty-gritty details of their life, we can learn from their experiences. But people have to have the courage to tell the good, the bad, the ugly, the quirky, the embarrassing, so others know they are not alone.
  


  
    That is why it was important to include as many different voices and versions of nonmonogamy as I could in this book. I have my own experiences with open relationships, both successful and unsuccessful. I’ve tried many different styles of nonmonogamy. I have been in my current open relationship for seven years. But I think it’s useful to get as many different perspectives as possible about such a broad topic. So I turned to the people I knew who were coloring outside the lines of monogamy.
  



  
    I created a written questionnaire and emailed it to personal contacts and leaders of local polyamory groups. In addition, I posted information about the questionnaire in online forums and encouraged people to forward and distribute the posting to others. It’s a self-selecting group of people, or what researchers call a “snowball sample”: I send the interview to people, they send it to partners and friends, and so on, like a chain letter. I’m not a sociologist—this is not a scientific study, and the participants are not a random sample—but the information is valuable nonetheless, especially since there is so little research about people in open relationships.
  


  
    In total, I collected information from 126 respondents. I received written questionnaires from 121 of them. I did follow-up interviews with 80: 38 of them in person, 20 via email, and 22 by telephone. (Five of the 38 in-person interviewees did not complete the written questionnaire in advance; I collected their demographic information during the course of the interview.)
  


  
    My study included 66 women, 50 men, and 10 people who identified as transgender or “other.” Thirty-eight percent identified as bisexual, bi/queer, bi/straight, or bi/pansexual. Thirty-seven percent identified as straight or straight/bi; 19 percent as gay, lesbian, or queer; and 6 percent as pansexual or omnisexual. The youngest person was 21, the oldest was 72, and the average age was 37. The majority of respondents were white (about 80 percent). People came from 28 states and were pretty equally divided across the US: 30 percent from the South, 29 percent from the Northeast, 20 percent from the West, and 19 percent from the Midwest. Two participants were from Canada. The group included a food-service worker, a cosmetic sales representative, a Gaming Commission officer, a state tax auditor, a porn performer, an enlisted member of the Army, and a minister. The most common occupation was teaching, with six elementary, middle, and high school teachers and four professors. In some cases, I interviewed both partners of a couple or all members of a triad; in 
     others, I obtained information from only one member, reflecting just that person’s perspective of the relationship.
  


  
    
  


  
Reading Opening Up



  
    This book is a window into the world of possibilities beyond monogamy. It’s a study and a road map, a guidebook and a manifesto. Just by picking it up, you show some interest in the topic. Maybe you are curious about or considering an open relationship. Perhaps you have been polyamorous for most of your life and you’re looking for advice about how to actively support your open relationship. You might be the loved one of a person in an open relationship who wants to better understand nonmonogamy, or a member of a helping profession (a doctor, therapist, or social worker) who needs to better understand it. I hope there is something useful here for all of you.
  


  
    I had an important epiphany while putting this book together: there is no formula for an open relationship. Everyone does non-monogamy differently. Each story and each relationship is unique. There are similarities and patterns, but no one does it exactly the same as anyone else. Consider the observations and advice in this book a guide for creating open relationships and making them work. Learn from the people I interviewed, who share their clarity and confusion, their heartbreak and joy, their struggles and success stories. Take it all in as you design your relationships, and remember: life is in the details.
  


  
    The first section of the book is an introduction to open relationships. In Chapter 1, I cover a brief history of different forms of nonmonogamy since the 1950s and define important terms that are used throughout the book. Chapter 2 exposes and corrects myths about nonmonogamy. Why people choose open relationships is the subject of Chapter 3, and some of the principles that make them work are outlined in Chapter 4. The second section, Chapters 5 through 10, describes various styles of open relationships, including partnered 
     nonmonogamy, swinging, polyamory, solo polyamory, polyfidelity, and mono/poly combinations. Beginning with Chapter 5 and continuing through Chapter 17, there is a more detailed look at one (or several) of the subjects I interviewed at the end of each chapter.
  


  
    The third section of the book is your road map to creating and sustaining open relationships. Chapter 11 offers guidelines and exercises to help you design your ideal relationship. In Chapter 12, I dig into jealousy and its many companions, including envy, insecurity, possessiveness, and resentment. Chapter 13 delves into the concept of compersion, which has been called the opposite of jealousy. Some of the common challenges and conflicts people in open relationships must deal with—what happens when a partner gets into a new relationship, time management, miscommunication, and agreement violations—are explored in Chapter 14. Coping with change is the focus of Chapter 15. In Chapter 16, I examine the ways people in nonmonogamous relationships interact with the world: coming out (or not), finding community, and creating support networks. Chapter 17 is concerned with the unique issues people in open relationships face when raising children. Information about safer sex and sexual health is discussed in Chapter 18, and Chapter 19 deals with legal and practical issues.
  


  
    In Chapter 20, I look toward the future of relationships and share words of advice from my interviewees. At the end of the book are some useful appendixes, including the endnotes, detailed information and statistics about my research subjects, and a Resource Guide. The Resource Guide includes recommended books as well as one of the most comprehensive compilations of national and local organizations, publications, events, websites, and online communities.
  


  
     

  


  
    I chose the title Opening Up because I like all that it implies about people in open relationships. They’re open to suggestion. Open to interpretation. Open to possibilities. Their desires aren’t guarded, but out in the open. These people make room in their beds, lives, and 
     hearts for other people. To those who explore the possibilities beyond monogamy, opening up is about expanding and evolving. Everyone I interviewed opened up to me. Some of them were content and settled, while others were at a crossroads in their relationship, with uncertainty ahead of them. They all shared their worries, their fears, their hopes, and their dreams. Their stories touched my life in innumerable ways, and I hope they touch yours on your journey toward opening up.
  


  
     

  


  
    Tristan Taormino
  


  
  
  


  
    Chapter 1
  


  
    Pilots, Parties, and Polyamory: A Brief History
  


  
    THE PRACTICE OF conducting consensual multiple sex and love relationships simultaneously is not new. As long as people have been in relationships, there have been open relationships. From swinging and open marriage to gay and lesbian sex spaces and communes, a look at models from recent history provides a context for today’s open relationships.
  


  
    
  


  Swinging


  
    In the United States, swinging was the first organized form of modern nonmonogamy for heterosexual and bisexual people. Swinging began as a hidden subculture, so its history is hard to track, but there is speculation about its beginnings. Organized parties where people had sex with one another date from the 1930s and 1940s in Hollywood. One theory is that swinging began among Air Force fighter pilots and their wives during World War II. Pilots moved their wives close to base, where a tight-knit community of pilots and wives formed. Because so many pilots died in combat, it was understood that surviving pilots would care for widows as they would their own wives. This practice 
     supposedly continued through the Korean War. A slightly different theory is that swinging began on military bases in California in the 1950s. Neither theory has been well documented or verified. We do know that in the late 1950s the media reported on a new phenomenon in the suburbs called “wife swapping.” There is also much folklore about “key parties” in the sixties and seventies—where the husbands placed their keys in a bowl and each wife picked a set and had sex with whomever they belonged to. Another theory is that swinging began among hippies and nudists, and some people point to the Sexual Freedom League, a liberal activist group founded in 1960s Berkeley which held orgy parties.1
  


  
    By the mid- to late sixties, swinger groups formed and swing parties moved out of the underground, becoming popular among mainly white, affluent heterosexual couples who lived in the suburbs, and the parties were no longer so secretive that they couldn’t be found. For their 1964 book Swap Clubs,2 William and Jerrye Breedlove talked to 800 people who belonged to swinger groups in more than 25 cities in nearly every region of the United States. The Breedloves’ study was part of a surge of sociological research on swingers in the late sixties and seventies. Academics’ fascination with swinging resulted in dozens of journal articles and books such as Open Marriage, by Nena and George O’Neill, Group Marriage, by Larry and Joan Constantine, Beyond Monogamy, edited by James R. Smith and Lynn G. Smith, and Ronald Mazur’s The New Intimacy: Open-Ended Marriage and Alternative Lifestyles. Swingers themselves chimed in, writing several self-help-style handbooks, including Together Sex and The Civilized Couple’s Guide to Extramarital Adventure.
  


  
    In 1969, Robert and Geri McGinley founded a weekly social group for swingers that eventually became the Lifestyles Organization, one of the oldest and largest swinger organizations in the country. The organization produced the first Lifestyles Convention in 1973, and by the 1980s Lifestyles Conventions were attracting over 1,000 couples. 
     In the late 1970s, Robert McGinley created the North American Swing Club Association (NASCA), a trade organization for swing clubs; today hundreds of swinger-related businesses belong to NASCA, which has become an international organization.3
  


  
    Since the 1960s, various researchers have estimated the number of people who swing at between 1 and 8 million. In the late 1990s, McGinley estimated that there were about 3 million swingers in the US based on the number of clubs, roster of club memberships, attendance at parties, and samples of private parties in selected cities.4 Today, swingers are a large, organized subculture with their own magazines, websites, clubs, parties, and conventions. They routinely “take over” entire hotels and resorts for their events.
  


  Utopian Swingers


  
    Among academics who wrote about swingers in the late sixties and seventies, sociologist Carolyn Symonds was the first to classify swingers as either “recreational” or “utopian.” She described recreational swingers as “persons who use swinging as a form of recreation… It might fill needs for socializing, exercise, or perhaps sexual variety or conquest.” She identified utopian swingers as a much smaller group of “philosophical utopians who dream of forming a community and living all aspects of their lives in that environment. They want to share not only sex with their fellow communitarians but also provision for food and shelter, childrearing, education, and other areas of living.”5 Other researchers of that period went on to adopt, critique, and reject the terms. What is most useful about Symonds’s classification is that she identified a small subset of people who differed from the majority, one that was more politicized and not threatened by the development of additional love relationships. The utopian swinger sounds very much like an early prototype of the polyamorous person.
  



  
    
  


  Open Marriage


  
    In 1972, when most discussions about nonmonogamy concerned swinging, Nena and George O’Neill proposed a new relationship model that could include nonmonogamy. Their book Open Marriage: A New Life Style for Couples, based on interviews they conducted as well as their own personal philosophies, sold over 1.5 million copies. The O’Neills summarized their vision for an open marriage:

    
      
        Open marriage thus can be defined as a relationship in which the partners are committed to their own and to each other’s growth. It is an honest and open relationship of intimacy and self-disclosure based on the equal freedom and identity of both partners. Supportive caring and increasing security in individual identities make possible the sharing of self-growth with a meaningful other who encourages and anticipates his own and his mate’s growth. It is a relationship that is flexible enough to allow for change and that is constantly being renegotiated in the light of changing needs, consensus in decision-making, acceptance and encouragement of individual growth, and openness to new possibilities for growth.6
      

    

  


  
    Employing some of the trends of the self-help movement of the time, the O’Neills put forth a new concept of marriage where spouses rejected rigid roles, emphasized open and honest communication, and pursued freedom. They envisioned open marriage as a tool for personal growth (as evidenced by their use of the word growth five times in the brief description above). After the book was published, the O’Neills attempted to deemphasize the issue of sexual nonmonogamy, yet the term open marriage became synonymous with a sexually open marriage.
  



  
    
  


  Multilateral Marriage


  
    In 1973, husband and wife Larry and Joan Constantine coined the term multilateral marriage in their groundbreaking book Group Marriage: A Study of Contemporary Multilateral Marriage. Spurred by their own experience and interest in group marriage, the Constantines decided to begin a study of people in group marriages. Without conventional credentials—they were not sociologists or therapists, though Larry Constantine was studying for a Certificate in Family Therapy at the Boston Family Institute—they set out to locate people living in group marriages and conduct detailed interviews with them by mail and in person. They found subjects through underground networks, hard-to-find support groups, and word of mouth, and as their study got under way, subjects began contacting them. For three years, they mailed interviews to people and traveled around the country to interview them in person, driving 32,000 miles in their Volkswagen Squareback with a trailer in tow. In total, there were 104 participants in the study.
  


  
    The Constantines defined multilateral marriage as a relationship that “consists of three or more partners, each of whom considers himself/ herself to be married,” intending to distinguish it from the term group marriage, which referred to a four-person marriage between two men and two women.7 They were among the first (if not the first) to use the terms cowife and cohusband to describe the relationships between partners within a multilateral marriage. They studied a fairly diverse group of people (though gays and lesbians are absent from their research—it was the 70s, and finding straight groups proved difficult enough) and made astute observations about them. Multilateral marriage was the prototype of modern polyfidelity, a style of polyamory.
  



  
    
  


  Gay Bathhouses and Sex Clubs


  
    Swinging, open marriage, and multilateral marriage were the first forms of organized, documented nonmonogamy for heterosexuals. Public, recreational, and multipartner sex among gay men has been traced back to before swinging. Gay historian Allan Bérubé writes, “Before there were any openly gay or lesbian leaders, political clubs, books, films, newspapers, businesses, neighborhoods, churches, or legally recognized gay rights, several generations of pioneers spontaneously created gay bathhouses.”8 In the late 19th and early 20th century, in addition to places like parks, YMCAs, and public restrooms, Turkish baths and other public baths in major cities became sites where men had sex with other men. From the 1920s to the 1950s, certain bathhouses developed a strong gay following and became relatively safe spaces where men could meet, socialize, and have anonymous, casual, or no-strings-attached sex with other men, often in private cubbies or rooms. During the 1950s, the first bathhouses openly marketed to a gay clientele opened in San Francisco and New York, marking the first time public gay male sex was organized and community-based. In the 1960s, in response to the “free love” movement of the era, bathhouses began installing orgy rooms for group sex.9 By the seventies, gay male sex, fisting, and S/M clubs were being founded in San Francisco, New York, and other cities.
  


  
    When gay male culture was underground and criminalized, bathhouses and bars were among the few places for men to meet each other. Yet after being gay became more accepted and a visible gay community emerged, bathhouses remained—and to this day still remain—an important, thriving part of gay male culture. Bathhouses exist all over the country and are frequented by single men, partnered men, and couples who go together. The presence of bathhouses and their longevity in gay culture represents how casual sex and nonmonogamy (both consensual and not) have been part of gay communities.
  



  
    In her essay about the infamous San Francisco fisting and S/M club the Catacombs, Gayle Rubin refers to the underlying relationships formed through public sex spaces: “Places devoted to sex are usually depicted as harsh, alienated, scary environments, where people have only the most utilitarian and exploitative relationships. The Catacombs could not have been more different… It was a sexually organized environment where people treated each other with mutual respect, and where they were lovingly sexual without being in holy wedlock.”10 Jack Fritscher echoes Rubin’s sentiments in his recollection of some of the nontraditional relationships that came out of the Catacombs:

    
      
        I think particularly of Cynthia Slater, the founder of the Janus Society, with whom I played Top many times at the Catacombs—which was interesting because outside the Catacombs, Cynthia was herself conducting a sexual affair with my brother (yes, my real actual straight brother), just as she was being photographed by my bicoastal lover, Robert Mapplethorpe, to whom I introduced her. Cynthia liked my brother, because he was straight and he could fuck her while I could Top her in S/M, so she got two very similar guys in, like, one huge experience. Oh, fuck it: she, he, and I—it was soooo 70s! So “Twosies beats onesies, but nothing beats threes” from Cabaret.11IT
      

    

  


  
    In addition to public and multipartner sex, other kinds of non-monogamy among gay men are quite common. As the community and culture evolved, gay men, especially those interested in S/M and public sex, were already renegades of mainstream society, and it seems only logical that they would forge new relationship styles rather than sticking to straight, monogamous ones.
  



  
    
  


  Lesbian Collectives and Sex Wars


  
    During the women’s movement of the 1970s, all-women (and specifically all-lesbian) cooperative living situations were born. Women sought to create lives free of sexism and other forms of oppression in alternative utopias where they shared childrearing duties, living space, and resources. Part of the communal philosophy was to envision and bring to life nonpatriarchal models, including those for sex and relationships. In her account of living in one such collective in Oregon, Thyme S. Siegel writes about these emerging villages: “Emerald City’s Matriarchal Village was one place among many, on country land and in college towns of the 1970s, where lesbian villages emerged. Most of these villages were characterized by various sorts of ‘nonmonogamy,’ harmonious and not.”12
  


  
    In the late seventies and eighties, as gay male sex and S/M clubs emerged in urban areas, women were allowed into these clubs in rare cases (as at the Catacombs in San Francisco). Lesbian and bisexual women began to “borrow” these spaces for their own parties, and eventually lesbian sex and S/M events happened on a regular basis both at clubs and private parties; this created a physical space for communities to begin to coalesce—communities of women interested in power play, public and multipartner sex, and alternative relationship structures. The lesbian sex magazine On Our Backs debuted in 1984; in addition to explicit photography, one issue contained an essay on group sex by then editor Susie Bright. During the sex wars of the 1980s, while anti-S/M lesbian feminists and lesbian feminist sex radicals found themselves on opposites sides of arguments about sex, porn, and sadomasochism, some of them did agree on one thing: monogamy should not be assumed or necessarily embraced.
  


  
    The 1990s and early 2000s brought a surge of writing by queer women about nontraditional sexuality and relationships, including Lesbian Polyfidelity, by Celeste West; The Lesbian Polyamory Reader, 
     edited by Marcia Munson and Judith P. Stelboum; writing by Pat Califia, Susie Bright, Shar Rednour, and Carol Queen; essays in Bi Any Other Name and Coming to Power: A Leatherdyke Reader; as well as dozens of erotica anthologies. In her 1996 book Lesbian Polyfidelity, Celeste West reported that 20 percent of her lesbian respondents were polyamorous.
  


  
    
  


  Polyamory


  
    Some sources state that the word polyamory may have roots as far back as the 1960s. The concept and basic principles of consensual, responsible nonmonogamy emerged before the term polyamory was actually coined. As swinger and gay and lesbian communities thrived in California in the seventies, a different form of nonmonogamy emerged in San Francisco: utopian communes. One of the best known is the Kerista Commune (also known as Kerista Village), which began to take shape amid the free love and hippie movements of the era. The Kerista Commune was a community founded in the early to mid-seventies by Jud Presmont. Keristans coined the term polyfidelity (faithful to many partners) to describe this new relationship form in which each woman in the group had a sexual and love relationship with each man, complete with a “balanced rotational sleeping schedule” that determined who slept with whom; no one had sex or relationships outside the group. The number of Kerista members varied from about eight to as many as 30, and each member agreed to a social contract that included hundreds of points. They eventually formed a profitable computer business together. At its height, Kerista was a model of a new consensual, conscious, multipartner relationship style. Kerista officially disbanded in 1991.13
  


  
    In 1984, Ryam Nearing published the first issue of Loving More, a newsletter dedicated to the exploration of consensual multiple loving relationships; in the eighties, Nearing also began organizing conferences 
     for people who wore exploring those relationships. At the time, the articles that appeared in Loving More used terms like polyfidelity, open relationships, and intimate networks, but many of the ideas discussed were precursors to polyamory. In 1991, Loving More became a magazine cofounded by Nearing and Deborah Taj Anapol.14
  


  
    People began identifying themselves as polyamorous, and the concept of polyamorous relationships and communities first emerged, in the 1990s. The term polyamory has been attributed to two sources. In a 1990 article titled “A Bouquet of Lovers: Strategies for Responsible Open Relationships,” Morning Glory Zell-Ravenheart used the term poly-amorous to describe a lifestyle of multiple partners, though she uses polygamy (not polyamory) as the noun. In 1992, Jennifer Wesp created the Usenet newsgroup alt.polyamory.15
  


  
    The nineties produced several important contributions to defining and understanding polyamory. Five books on the subject were published, including Ryam Nearing’s Loving More: The Polyfidelity Primer and Deborah Taj Anapol’s Love Without Limits. The Ethical Slut: A Guide to Infinite Sexual Possibilities, by Dossie Easton and Catherine A. Liszt (a pseudonym for Janet Hardy), is arguably the most influential one, considered by many to be the bible of polyamory. It was published in 1997, has been cited in hundreds of other works on polyamory, and, incidentally, was mentioned by at least 80 percent of my interviewees in the course of discussing how they first came to learn about polyamory. In the next decade, as the Internet grew in popularity, poly people found many ways to connect with one another online.
  


  
    Today, there are hundreds, maybe thousands, of local and national organizations, support groups, Listservs, and online communities, plus conferences, events, and websites dedicated to polyamory. (See the Resource Guide.) There has not been enough research on polyamorous people to produce many meaningful statistics about the number of people currently or formerly in some kind of consensual nonmonogamous relationship. In their 1983 study, Philip Blumstein and Pepper 
     Schwartz reported that of 3,574 couples in their sample, 15 percent of married couples had “an understanding that allows nonmonogamy under some circumstances.” Those percentages were higher among cohabiting couples (28 percent), lesbian couples (29 percent), and gay male couples (65 percent).16 The Janus Report sampled 1,800 people (1993), 21 percent of whom said they participated in open marriage.17 In a much smaller 2004 study of 217 bisexual people, E. H. Page found that 33 percent were involved in a polyamorous relationship and 54 percent considered polyamory ideal.18 In 2007, when Oprah.com conducted a survey of over 14,000 people, 21 percent said they were in an open marriage.19
  


  
  
  


  
    Chapter 2
  


  
    Myths about Nonmonogamy
  


  
    FROM RELIGION AND RHETORIC to pundits and punch lines, misconceptions about nonmonogamy are everywhere in our society, making them hard to escape and easy to internalize. It is important to expose and correct misinformed, negative mythology to gain a better understanding of what nonmonogamy really is and what it’s not before you can fairly consider all your relationship options. Exposing the bias behind the myths and revealing the facts can also help you respond to criticism from others.
  


  
     

  


  
    Human beings were meant to be monogamous; like other animals, it’s how we bond and mate.
  


  
    In their book The Myth of Monogamy: Fidelity and Infidelity in Animals and People, David P. Barash and Judith Eve Lipton argue just the opposite: “In attempting to maintain a social and sexual bond consisting exclusively of one man and one woman, aspiring monogamists are going against some of the deepest-seated evolutionary inclinations with which biology has endowed most creatures, Homo sapiens included.”1 It’s well documented that most animal species are actually not monogamous. Out of 
     4,000 species, only a few dozen choose one mate, have sex with only that mate, and stay with that mate until one or both die(s).2
  


  
     

  


  
    Open relationships are unnatural, abnormal, and immoral.
  


  
    This myth is based on the notion that monogamy is natural, normal, and moral, and any relationship style that isn’t monogamous is wrong. As a society, we establish certain norms that change over time. These norms are reinforced by institutions, including religion, government, and the media. Our “nature” to be nonmonogamous has been documented by science (see previous myth). What is normal is always open to debate. As for what is moral, unfortunately, religious conservatives have a stranglehold on morality in this country. Our morality is supposed to guide us to determine what’s right and wrong. In my book, what’s right is following your heart and creating honest, ethical relationships that work for you.
  


  
     

  


  
    Polyamory is what Mormons practice.
  


  
    Polygamy, a term used by academics, anthropologists, and researchers primarily for classification purposes, is the practice of one person having multiple spouses or partners. It exists in three forms: polygyny, polyandry, and group marriage. Polygyny is the practice of one man having several wives or female partners; polyandry is the practice of one woman having multiple husbands or male partners; group marriage is a combination of polygyny and polyandry.
  


  
    In the United States, polygamy is most closely associated with Mormonism. Beginning in the 1830s, the founder of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Joseph Smith, preached and practiced plural marriage as an integral part of the Mormon faith. Smith’s successor Brigham Young continued to promote plural marriage. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints officially outlawed polygamy in 1890. Today, according to the leadership of the church, only certain fundamentalist sects of Mormonism teach polygamy as central to the religion and 
     continue to practice it. What they practice is actually polygyny (one man with multiple wives), though it is most often referred to as polygamy or plural marriage. According to an informal survey reported in the Salt Lake Tribune, there are 37,000 Mormon fundamentalists in the United States, and about half live in polygamous relationships.3
  


  
    The most controversial issue associated with the practice of polygamy by Mormon fundamentalists is the issue of consent. Many Mormon ex-polygamists have made claims of coercion, kidnapping, brainwashing, incest, and abuse, especially of young women who are married to much older men without their consent. There are non-Mormons who practice consensual multipartner relationships that fit the literal definition of polygamy; however, they usually call themselves polyamorous or polyfidelitous.
  


  
     

  


  
    People in open relationships have psychological problems.
  


  
    Research based on standard psychological testing has shown that people in nonmonogamous relationships are no more or less dysfunctional, narcissistic, neurotic, pathological, psychotic, or generally fucked up than people in monogamous relationships.4 This doesn’t mean people in open relationships are all well-adjusted and psychologically healthy. It just means that there’s no difference between monogamous and non-monogamous people when it comes this stuff. However, one study showed that an individual in an open relationship tends to be “individualistic, an academic achiever, creative, nonconforming, stimulated by complexity and chaos, inventive, relatively unconventional and indifferent to what others said, concerned about his/her own personal values and ethical systems, and willing to take risks to explore possibilities.”5 Because open relationships require well-developed relationship skills, people in them tend to have more self-awareness, better communication skills, and a better sense of self.
  



  
     

  


  
    People in open relationships have intimacy issues and trouble with commitment.
  


  
    The assumption underlying this myth is that true intimacy can only be achieved between two people in a monogamous relationship. In other words, if you are emotionally and physically intimate with more than one person, it somehow “dilutes” the intimacy of each relationship. This is based on the notion that love is a quantifiable thing: If you have 100 pounds of love, you can give 100 pounds to your partner, but if you have multiple partners, you have to split the 100 pounds between them. Intimacy is about being willing to be open, honest, and vulnerable with your partner and bonding on a deep level. Monogamy does not automatically foster intimacy in a relationship, any more than non-monogamy fosters a lack of intimacy. Furthermore, nonmonogamous relationships often involve the same level of commitment as monogamous ones. People in nonmonogamous relationships are not avoiding intimacy or commitment, they are cultivating a relationship style that meets their needs and works for them.
  


  
     

  


  
    If you’re nonmonogamous, it’s because you are confused and indecisive.
  


  
    This myth goes along with the previous one, the idea that nonmonogamous people cannot commit to one person or choose between them. It’s quite the opposite: most nonmonogamous people are very clear about why they choose nonmonogamy and what they want and need out of their relationships. And it’s not that they can’t choose between partners, it’s that they don’t want to and believe strongly that they don’t have to.
  


  
     

  


  
    Polyamory is just a fancy term for promiscuity.
  


  
    While a polyamorous person may have several lovers, polyamory is not simply all about sex. Polyamorous relationships may encompass friendship, companionship, support, camaraderie, love, intimacy, 
     connection, commitment. All that said, having an active sex life with more than one person isn’t a bad thing.
  


  
     

  


  
    Nonmonogamy is physically dangerous; you’re more likely to get diseases because you have multiple partners.
  


  
    Having multiple sexual partners at the same time does not automatically put you at greater risk for sexually transmitted infections (STIs). Having unprotected sex with an individual infected with an STI or an individual whose STI status you do not know puts you at greater risk for contracting an STI. There is no evidence that nonmonogamous people have a higher rate of STIs than monogamous people. Furthermore, every person I interviewed cited safer sex as one of the main rules of their open relationships.
  


  
     

  


  
    Nonmonogamy is no different from cheating.
  


  
    Cheating involves lying, deception, and breaking a commitment previously made. For nonmonogamy to be successful, everyone must tell the truth and respect the rules agreed upon. Consensual nonmonogamy means that all parties involved have agreed to the arrangement.
  


  
     

  


  
    Polyamory is an unhealthy environment in which to raise kids.
  


  
    Children need parents and other adults in their lives who are committed to raising them with love, support, respect, and understanding. Although conservatives want us to believe that the heterosexual nuclear family is the best environment in which to raise children, that family unit has been shown over and over to be as dysfunctional as any other type of family—if not more so. Today, plenty of children are raised by so-called nontraditional families consisting of one mother, two mothers, one father, two fathers, two divorced parents, one or more stepparents, a grandparent, or some combination thereof. The important thing is for children to have stability and for parents to be honest with them about their relationships.
  


  
  
  


  
    Chapter 3
  


  
    Is an Open Relationship for You?
  


  
    FROM SEXUAL VARIETY AND FANTASY to personal growth and fulfillment, there are many different reasons why people choose non-monogamy. Before I outline some of the popular motivations, I’ll caution you against some potentially problematic ones. If you are considering expanding your monogamous relationship to a nonmonogamous one, don’t do so out of discontent or dissatisfaction with your current relationship, believing that bringing other people into the mix will fix it. This is a surefire path to disaster—opening up the relationship will only highlight its problems. Don’t attempt an open relationship because you think it’s the cool, hip thing to do or because everyone around you is in one. Also, you should not feel pressured or coerced by your partner to explore nonmonogamy. You both must be on the same page if it’s going to have a chance of working.
  


  
    
  


  Self-evaluation


  
    If you are considering an open relationship, first evaluate yourself thoroughly and honestly to determine whether venturing beyond monogamy 
     is right for you. Here are some questions for you to contemplate, write about in a journal, or talk about with a friend, partner, or therapist:
  


  
     

  


  
    What are your beliefs about monogamy?
  


  
    
      • If you’ve been in monogamous relationships before, how did you feel in those relationships, and how did they work or not work for you?
    


    
      • Do you believe that someone can love/be in love with more than one person at a time?
    


    
      • What role does sex play in your relationships? How important is it to you? What does it mean to you?
    


    
      • Can you have sex without an emotional attachment? How are sex and love related or not related?
    


    
      • Have you ever had a “fuck buddy” or “friend with benefits”? What worked and didn’t work about the relationship?
    

  


  
    If you are currently in a relationship:

    
      
        • What is the state of the relationship? Does it feel stable and secure?
      


      
        • What are your most common conflicts with your partner?
      


      
        • Do both partners want to explore a different structure?
      


      
        • Do you have sexual needs, desires, and fantasies that aren’t being fulfilled?
      

    

  


  
    Imagine your partner having sex with another person. It’s important to be brutally honest, not censor yourself, and really let yourself feel what that would be like.
  


  
    
      • What feelings does that bring up?
    


    
      • What would be your worst fear?
    


    
      • What would the best-case scenario for this situation look like?
    


    
      • What would be an absolute deal breaker?
    

  



  
    Imagine your partner having a relationship with another person. It’s important to be brutally honest, not censor yourself, and really let yourself feel what that would be like.
  


  
    
      • What feelings does that bring up?
    


    
      • What would be your worst fear?
    


    
      • What would the best-case scenario for this situation look like?
    


    
      • What would be an absolute deal breaker?
    

  


  
    How do you handle feelings?
  


  
    
      • Do you consider yourself a jealous person? How do you deal with intense feelings like anger, jealousy, and resentment?
    


    
      • Are you able to determine what your boundaries are and communicate them to others?
    


    
      • When something is bothering you, do you more often keep it to yourself or share it?
    


    
      • Do you have the ability to communicate openly and honestly, even about difficult issues?
    


    
      • When conflict arises, how do you usually handle it?
    

  


  
    How available are you?
  


  
    
      • Do you have the time to nurture and grow more than one love relationship?
    


    
      • Do you have the energy to devote to several different people and juggle multiple lovers?
    


    
      • Do you have access to potential partners who have nonmonogamy experience and strong relationship skills?
    


    
      • Do you have the self-knowledge and communication skills to be in an open relationship?
    

  


  
    
  


  Why People Choose Open Relationships


  
    If you’ve never been in an open relationship of any kind, you may be wondering why people choose them and what they get out of them. 
     People choose to create nonmonogamous relationships for many different reasons, and I will explore some of the most common in this chapter. One or more of the following may ring true for you or echo your own experience.
  


  Sexual and Fantasy Fulfillment


  
    For those who have a primary partner and choose to explore only sex (no emotional attachment or relationships) with other people, erotic desire is the driving force. Maybe you’ve always had fantasies about sex with someone other than your current partner, bringing a third person into the bedroom, or hooking up at a party while others watched. Many long-term couples find that having additional sexual partners keeps their relationship fresh, breaks up monotony and routine, adds excitement to their sex life, and brings them closer to each other.
  


  
    How can sex with someone else increase the intimacy between primary partners? For some people, sharing their fantasies with each other—even if those fantasies are about other people—is an important step toward building closeness. Eli likes to explore with other people different kinds of sex that his partner doesn’t enjoy; he says, “It enables me to show different aspects of my sexuality to those who appreciate them most.” When couples explore a fantasy together, it can be a special, exciting, bonding event; just as some couples go mountain-climbing or skydiving together, others go on sexual adventures. You can talk about your experiences afterward, and your different perspectives may give you new insight into each other’s sexuality.
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