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Preface







It was with great trepidation that I started writing a book on polyamory specifically for women. Though I was raised by a strong, independent single woman, I resisted the label of “capital-F feminist” for so long. From what I saw growing up, feminists were ridiculed. They had so many important things to say about intersectionality, beauty standards, and centuries of oppression, but these opinions were often invalidated by the grossly distorted social caricature of what a feminist was—man-hating, picketing, bra-burning grumps out to ruin everyone’s fun. In my formative years, I wanted to speak up against these things, but I feared being stereotyped in the same way.

I was in a stage production of The Vagina Monologues during my sophomore year of college. Me, the theater arts major and therefore only “real” actor in the production, saddled with twenty women’s studies majors who were full of heart, passion, and spit, but who couldn’t vocally project to save their lives. As most of the group took up rehearsal time organizing next week’s Take Back the Night rally and discussing the situation in Darfur, I sat in the corner memorizing my lines and hoping the performance wouldn’t be too much of a train wreck to invite my theater professors. I couldn’t see the forest of feminist liberation for the trees of good presentation.

Humanism. That’s what I clung to. My investment in the value and shared plight of all human beings allowed me to wave the banner for equality and stick it to the man without having to get lumped into the “angry feminist” image that I so feared. I recognized the crushing weight of gender inequality, but I rallied for all human beings to have their rights recognized. Our cultural obsession with the differences between the genders was what was holding us back. A rising tide lifts all boats, after all, and everyone would benefit if we could just start focusing on the similarities between human beings rather than the disparities.

This is a philosophy that I hold to this day, particularly in my view of polyamory. Polyamory resonated so strongly with me because I perceived it to be equal-opportunity. It allowed for the recognition that all human beings want love, sex, attention, support, and community. In the world of polyamory, it wasn’t strange that I, a woman, wanted a variety of sexual partners with no desire for exclusivity (qualities normally attributed to men). It wasn’t strange for a woman to be the primary breadwinner while her romantic partners preferred to be at home. Gender roles were fluid and frequently turned upside down, and everyone involved aimed for equal access to partners, sex, support, and love.

I didn’t recognize it initially, but this falls in line with feminist thought. And like feminism itself, my choice to pursue polyamory has been met with all-too-familiar backlash. Women don’t want sex as much as men do. Polyamory will never work, because all women eventually want to settle down with a husband and kids. Women who have multiple partners just have unresolved father issues. While criticism of polyamorous men can be just as vitriolic, my years spent in this lifestyle have illuminated how cruel society can be to women who color outside the lines, especially when it comes to love, sex, and gender identity.

My journey into polyamory has not been easy or comfortable, but the rewards have been innumerable. All of the highs, lows, and wrong turns have been an intense education about myself—what makes me tick, what sets me off, what turns me on, and what truly brings me happiness. I have found the power to craft relationships that fulfill and energize, and I have discovered more love, security, affection, trust, and stability than ever before. Even though I and countless others have found the same satisfaction, non-monogamous women are still viewed as deviant, attention-seeking, “slutty,” or mentally ill. Old-school cultural opinions on female romantic conduct are not congruent with the polyamorous models of equality, honesty, and sex positivity.

These old opinions have infiltrated our movies, TV shows, books, and magazines. Girls are learning these traditional ideas about love and sex from the same places that teach them what kind of exercises to do to get a twenty-four-inch waist and which lip shade to buy that will inspire him to ask them to the prom. The disempowering pop culture of womanhood dictates not only how our bodies should look, but how our hearts should feel.

Without even realizing it, I have found myself facing a feminist issue point-blank, despite all of my years of resistance. My small contribution is to provide a source of relationship knowledge that is empowering and enlivening. This book is an alternative education in love, because for so long there have been so few alternatives that women can turn to. Regardless of whether a woman chooses a romantic life that is monogamous, polyamorous, or somewhere in between, I envision a world where that choice is well-informed, supported, and accepted.

I memorized my lines from The Vagina Monologues so well that I still remember them to this day, but to those twenty women’s studies majors who wasted valuable rehearsal time for the sake of bettering the world: you had the right idea.
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Course Syllabus: An Introduction to Alternative Love







What is love? What does it mean to be in a relationship? These are painfully cliché questions, but human beings have been trying to come up with a satisfactory answer for centuries. No one has been able to agree on a common definition yet, but as a result of all our trying we have a veritable cornucopia of definitions of love. They’re all over the movies—Love means never having to say you’re sorry. They’re in every song on the radio—Love is like oxygen. Love is a battlefield. Baby, don’t hurt me, don’t hurt me no more. Go to a church service, and you’ll probably hear about it—Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast. Social psychologist Barbara Fredrickson came up with this analytical, yet thorough description:

Love is an interpersonally situated experience marked by momentary increases in shared positive emotions, biobehavioral synchrony, and mutual care, which, over time, builds embodied rapport, social bonds, and commitment.1

This definition doesn’t make for great song lyrics.

So maybe we can’t all get on the same page, but we can all agree that love is some thing that is part of the human experience. Call it a feeling, an emotional sensation, a mind-set, a verb, a way of being, but whatever it is, we do know that it is. Which leads to the follow-up question, one that is probably the source of more anxiety, confusion, agony, and puzzlement than the original cliché question.

What do we do about it?

This is the face that has launched a thousand ships. There are innumerable books, advice columns, workshops, seminars, dating websites, therapists, and counselors, none of which would exist without countless human beings feeling stumped by that question.

I love this person …

But the sex isn’t good anymore.

But I’m attracted to someone else.

But my family doesn’t like her.

But I want to have kids and he doesn’t.

But I am also in love with three other people.

But she doesn’t make enough money.

But I still love my ex.

But I don’t want to get hurt.

But he doesn’t love me back.

What do I do?

Love, as much as it delights and intoxicates us, also sends us crashing into the depths of despair and sleepless nights. Solving the ubiquitous “problems” of love is the recurring theme of our soap operas and rom-coms. It keeps us running to the dating books and relationship professionals, seeking some logical, left-brained solution for our irrational, right-brained romantic turmoil.

But as a result of consistently puzzling over this paradox, we are bombarded on a daily basis by those who would give us the holy grail of relationship advice. The secret is to act like a lady, think like a man. Or maybe the key is to accept the fact that he’s just not that into you. There might be some value to be found in saving sex for marriage. Or wait … perhaps you just need to follow these ten steps to get your man to settle down.

Though the trials and tribulations of love seem to be universal, the solutions, advice, and quick-fixes found in trending Internet articles and on the magazine rack are definitely not. Women in particular are fed a one-size-fits-all script. You want to get married. You want to have babies. You want to lose weight. You want to look pretty. But the script ignores the stark truth that there is very little you can objectively claim that every woman wants. Not every woman is aiming to get married. Not every woman dreams of getting a guy to settle down. Not every woman believes in a soulmate. Not every woman wants to look like a woman. Not every woman is happy with the status quo of long-term monogamy.

That’s where this book comes in. Sorry to say, it does not contain all the answers about how to love, who to love, or what to do about it all. What it does provide is a glimpse into a world outside the status quo. Instead of telling you the “rules” about relationships, this book presents the notion of having agency and power when creating relationships. There is no one way it has to be. There is a choice. You don’t have to get married. You don’t have to stay single to protect your heart. You don’t have to have 2.5 kids. You can have ten. Or none. You can roll around on the floor of a swinger’s club with someone you just met. You can bring your girlfriend and your boyfriend home for Christmas.

If this is your first time picking up a book about polyamory, congratulations—but don’t get too excited. If non-monogamy intrigues you as an option for your life, the journey of discovery that you’re about to go on is not going to be easy and will be far from comfortable. The further you conceptually pull away from the cultural norms of monogamy and traditional marriage, the more important it will be to self-examine. You will be asking tough questions about what you really want out of your love life and how you want it to look, discovering how you genuinely function as a sexual being, uncovering your deepest desires, defense mechanisms, and motivations. And while the path to self-awareness and personal growth is typically riddled with embarrassing landmarks (your author has made more than a few humiliating mistakes), the best part is that it unlocks the freedom to unapologetically pursue what you want.

The most powerful way to use The Smart Girl’s Guide to Polyamory is to approach this book with your own life in mind. Make note of what you are drawn to and what you would want to make possible for your love life, as well as what turns you off or scares you. Be aware of thoughts and feelings, positive or negative, that arise as reactions to what you’re reading. It can be useful to keep a journal, especially for the personal exploration exercises. You may find much that surprises you about yourself, and you may be even more surprised to see your thoughts and feelings change over time.

Whether you’re a seasoned graduate, a timid freshman, or somewhere in between, you’ll learn how to discover and craft unique relationships that are healthy, happy, sexy, and tailor-made for you. No relationship book can give you the exact answer you need at any given time, but if you’re armed with a little advice and a lot of self-knowledge, this book can be an excellent road map for any romantic journey you choose to take.

The Women in This Book

This book would not be possible without the generosity of all of the women who were willing to tell the stories of their nontraditional lives. The women I interviewed for this book are from all walks of life—young, old, straight, gay, queer, asexual, and transgender. These women represent multiple countries, cultures, colors, and religions. The majority of these women come from Western cultures, though during the writing of this book I was in the midst of traveling through many non-Western countries and compiling information and interviews with non-monogamous women. That research will likely be the subject of another book.

The women in this book shared themselves with me fully, opened up about their most painful and vulnerable moments, and delighted me with their success stories. I sought to tell a story of women and polyamory that comes from many different viewpoints, some radically different from my own. I have employed pseudonyms and omitted some identifying details, unless the interviewee gave explicit permission otherwise. In the interest of avoiding tokenism, I have also refrained from including supplementary information about an interviewee’s age, race, sexual orientation, or gender identity unless she chose to specifically discuss these details within the context of the interview.

Much of this book is also inspired by my own years of personal experience with relationship experimentation, exploratory writing that I did for the blog at Multiamory.com, and the wealth of wisdom I’ve gained in my relationship coaching work. My clients also represent a vast diversity—pansexual, parents, swingers, singles, couples, triads, and more. Without getting too sentimental, every coaching session that I do is a blessing. The people who choose to work with me never fail to help me discover new insights for myself and my own relationships. Many of my clients have graciously agreed to have their stories shared within these pages.

Language Logistics

Though this book was written with the female experience in mind, I have tried to write inclusively rather than exclusively. You might be cis-gender or not. You might choose to present as femme or not. You might align yourself with any number of possible gender expressions in the vast and exquisite realm of identity. You might pick up this book with excitement because you personally identify as a “smart girl.” You might be hesitant because you identify as a girl, you just don’t have girl body parts. You may not identify as female, but the majority of your partners do, and you might be seeking to better understand their experience. Or you might be turning up your nose at the fact that I chose to use “girl” instead of “woman.” Rest assured that this book makes no assumptions about your age, sexuality, gender identity, or relationship landscape.

When I make reference to “your partner,” the term should be applied comprehensively to whichever interpersonal relationship the situation in context is most relevant to. “Your partner” may be a spouse, a boyfriend, a girlfriend, a one-night stand, a person you only see twice a year, or the person you raise children with. In the interest of pulling away from couple-centrism, “your partner” does not by default refer to one person you hold more important than anyone else, nor does it imply that is how your relationship life should be structured. “Your partner” may be one of several partners you currently enjoy.

Lastly, you will find a glossary in the back of the book to clarify any terminology that may be new to you. This glossary is far from exhaustive but will include most of the specialized vocabulary used here.

The Journey Begins

I am far from being the world’s leading expert on polyamory or even human relationships. I’m still on that journey for myself. But my hope in this book is to empower you to become the expert on the subject of you, what you want, and what you love. By the time you finish this book, you may decide that your romantic journey will be polyamory, or it may be swinging, or it might even be consciously-chosen, long-term monogamy. But instead of looking outward to all those magazines, movies, and songs on the radio, you’ll be on the journey of looking inward to create your own definitions of love and crafting your own totally unique vision of a healthy, happy love life. You may not be able to answer the question “What is love?” but you will be able to answer the more important questions—“What is love … to me? What do I do about it?”
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Polyamory: What It Is and What It Isn’t







When I was a young adult and first started exploring romantic relationships, I didn’t put much thought into it. After all, a childhood of watching Disney movies and going to church every Sunday had taught me everything I needed to know about love and sex, or so I thought. You meet the boy, you fall deeply in love at first sight, you share true love’s first kiss (with maybe some stray birds or little woodland animals happily observing), and you dutifully save your virginity until your wedding night, at which point you consummate your union and spend the remainder of your lives in wedded bliss plus kids. Easy.

Imagine my sheer confusion when, after being with my very first boyfriend for a few months, I found myself developing a crush on another boy.

Something is wrong! I’m in love with my boyfriend; how could I be developing feelings for someone else? The Disney movies hadn’t covered this scenario. Once you fell in love with someone, that was it. Roll credits. You were so in love you didn’t even want to look at anybody else. I thought that I was broken. I ended the relationship with my first boyfriend and cut off contact with the guy I was crushing on, convinced that I was very seriously messed up to fall in love with more than one person.

The next few years of my adult life were a string of serial monogamous relationships. I followed a repeating pattern of falling in love, settling into the relationship, and then unexpectedly finding myself infatuated with someone who was not my boyfriend. Cheating was not on the menu for me, so one of two things would happen: I would suffer extreme guilt over what I thought was a sign of flagging personal integrity and fall into a depression, or I would abandon my current relationship in order to pursue a connection with my new fancy. It’s a pattern that is all too familiar to many people.

I was twenty-three when I finally grew sick of the cycle. Once again I had developed a crush on someone who wasn’t my boyfriend. I didn’t want to end the relationship. I didn’t want to cheat. I didn’t want to be miserable. So I did what was then unthinkable to me: I proposed opening the relationship.

Like many people, I thought that open relationships were only for commitment-phobes or sex addicts. But at this point of desperation, I started doing my research. Googling “open relationship” first exposed me to the word polyamory. I researched voraciously. It totally blew my mind that not only were there a lot of people doing this, they were doing it in a way that was viable, stable, and healthy. People were loving multiple people—and everyone was happy about it! So many assumptions that I had made about love, relationships, and even myself were turned upside down. It was confronting but exhilarating, and my stomach was both knotted up and full of butterflies when I finally pitched the idea to my boyfriend.

My first attempt went horribly.

I was a terrible communicator; he didn’t really want to be in an open relationship, and after some sloppy attempts at being polyamorous, our relationship came to a close six months later. But even when it was miserable, even when I was making one mistake after another, I still felt like I had uncovered something huge. My brain continued to burn, unable to forget everything I had learned. There was no way I could go back to the relationships I had before.

Several years later, I’ve now met multiple people who have experienced the same phenomenon. Learning about polyamory (or ethical non-monogamy or relationship anarchy or any of the many other manifestations of alternative relationships) is for many a radical awakening into a whole new paradigm. Like seeing the Matrix. Often there is no going back, which for some means a future of only polyamorous relationships and for others means a very clear decision to consciously embrace monogamy.

This new awareness surrounding relationships and sex need not be conflated with an intellectual enlightenment or spiritual awakening (though frequently it is). Becoming conscious of your relationships means also becoming conscious of your needs, your fears, your desires, what you want for your future, and ultimately what makes you tick and makes you you. Call it seeing the Matrix, call it enlightenment, call it turning over a new leaf. But whatever you call it, know that the things you learn in this book and the things you learn about yourself along the way are impossible to unlearn.

Before getting too lofty, first things first—education. Back when I was first awakened to the possibility of consciously crafting my relationships, I had to hunt through Google search results to find online forums, book suggestions, and random personal blog posts on polyamory buried in some corner of the Internet. Today, there is a wide variety of excellent informational resources on all different types of non-monogamy. This chapter will walk you through the fundamentals of polyamory in its myriad different forms, as well as address some common misconceptions that may arise about polyamory, women, and the nature of love itself.

What It Is

Ask any random person to define the word love, and you are guaranteed a unique and revealing answer. The same goes for the word polyamory. At its very simplest, it breaks down linguistically:

poly = many

amory = loves

This definition is simple, but even a description this reductive is controversial. (Mostly among linguaphiles, since the word commits the linguistic no-no of mixing Greek and Latin roots.)

But the devil is in the details. “Many loves” is broad and inclusive, and consequently polyamorous communities often debate what actually counts as having “many loves.” As more people become aware of alternatives to monogamy, more questions are arising. If you’re casually dating many partners but not planning on getting into any long-term relationships, does that count as polyamory? What about a couple who is emotionally monogamous, but sexually non-monogamous, such as swingers? If you had a threesome with your boyfriend once, but the two of you normally never have sex with anyone else, can you still label your relationship as monogamous? Is there a difference between being in an open relationship and self-identifying as polyamorous?

What’s in a Name?

Labels and definitions can be a double-edged sword. No one wants to be hedged in by a narrow, oversimplified categorization, but it’s also useful to have a go-to word that will quickly and easily identify yourself and your relationships. Alternative relationships are gaining visibility, which on the plus side means that people are now more likely to understand what you mean if you tell them, “I’m polyamorous.” On the other hand, this also means people are more likely to have preconceived notions of what polyamory or open relationship might mean. These ideas could be shaped by the media, their church, or whatever gossip they heard from their coworker. I’ve spent many years telling people that I’m polyamorous, but even that requires a follow-up conversation where I specify what that means to me and what that looks like in my life. Even if you decide to commit to polyamory, you will always have to clarify what it means to you, even to other poly folk.

In the 1940s and ’50s, Alfred Kinsey’s research shook up conventional ideas about sexuality with the introduction of the Kinsey scale. Kinsey posited that human beings, rather than being categorized as strictly heterosexual or homosexual, fell along a scale of sexual preference.1 Today, the spectrum between heterosexual and homosexual has been populated by numerous terms: bisexual, heteroflexible, pan- or omnisexual, bi-curious, sexually fluid—the list goes on and on. In much the same way, the simple definition of “many loves” has been the subject of much fine tuning and tweaking to become more specific and serve a wide variety of relationship structures. New terms are rapidly being coined to support multiple flavors of relationship format and identity.

A collection of specific terms and unique relationship structures and practices will be covered later in the book, but here I want to introduce the three most commonly used and generally understood labels—non-monogamy, polyamory, and open relationship—and clarify the definitions that will be used for them from here on.

non-monogamy— any relationship structure that is not based on sexual or romantic exclusivity

I use non-monogamy as a wide umbrella term that includes every variety of polyamory, swinging, couples who are “monogamish,”2 nonexclusive Dom/sub dynamics, etc.—any relationship structure that is not defined by sexual exclusivity to a single partner. Some people prefer to specifically say ethical or consensual non-monogamy to philosophically distance themselves from what may be the most culturally familiar yet morally questionable form of non-monogamy: cheating. Any reference to non-monogamy in this book is inclusive of ethical, consensual, and honest relationship structures. It is frustrating that there has yet to be a thorough term for these relationships other than pointing out what they are not.

polyamory—engaging in multiple romantic relationships simultaneously with full knowledge and consent of all partners involved

This is the basic meaning that will be used throughout this book, but keep in mind that within polyamory there are many gradients, which will be discussed in more detail. These multiple relationships may be short-term or long-term, deeply intimate or more casual, sexual or nonsexual. Frequently, a polyamorist may be in multiple relationships that represent a vast variety of relationship depth, format, attachment, and life entwinement.

open relationship—a dyadic (two-person) relationship wherein each partner is free to pursue other partners sexually or romantically

Including a definition for open relationship may seem repetitive. An open relationship is by definition non-monogamous and could also be polyamorous in nature. I include it here because I’ve found it to be the most accessible and frequently used term in Western culture. If someone has never heard of polyamory or ethical non-monogamy, chances are they are at least familiar with the concept of an open relationship. Often, couples who were previously in a monogamous, “closed” relationship will refer to their relationship as having opened up rather than as being polyamorous.

First Encounters

Most of us grow up learning that monogamy is the default for romantic relationships. It is modeled over and over again in most popular magazines, books, and movies, especially those that are marketed to young women and girls. For most people, our parents served as the most influential example of the potential effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of marriage and lifetime monogamy. In a culture that primarily presents monogamy as the only viable option for happy relationships, it is difficult to organically encounter examples of alternatives without specifically searching for them.

I got curious about women who chose to break away from established cultural norms and seek something different. How did they come across the possibility of polyamory? What opened them up to ethical non-monogamy? The wide range of first access points is surprising—from witnessing Islamic polygamy to encountering poly community members in an online game! Even in monogamous cultures, alternatives can show up in unexpected places.


“ I have a friend of mine who tried to court me while I was in the infancy of my current relationship (three years in or so). He also had a girlfriend, and I would get mad at him because he would flirt with me knowing full well he was taken. He then explained to me what polyamory was and how his family was of that nature. His mom had a boyfriend; his dad had a girlfriend. His parents would often travel to visit their other significant others. Actually, his dad’s girlfriend lived with them after a while. It opened my eyes. It dawned on me that this is something that exists.” —Anna

“I spent some time as a young woman (12–15) living in Pakistan, and one of the features of Islam is the ability to have multiple wives, provided each of the women you’re already married to agrees, and provided you can “keep” them equally. This is technically polygamy, but I remember at that age thinking that there wasn’t so much wrong with that because, compared to Mormon polygamy for example, there was no belief that a woman could only seek God through her husband. The element of consent really attracted me as well—I guess at that point I had a very “live and let live” mentality on the subject, but I still practiced monogamy in my own relationships.” —Lila

“I first heard about polyamory when I was thirteen on an MTV show called Undressed. At the time, I was first recognizing my bisexuality (and first putting language to it) and knew that I couldn’t be fully satisfied with a partner of only one gender. As such, my first girlfriend and I decided that we would open our relationship so that we could have male partners but would be each other’s only female partners.” —Kat

“The word caught in my head, and I couldn’t wait to get home to Google the heck out of it and dredge up any information I could about the subject. It made so much sense to me; I always had trouble with monogamous relationships in high school, and I’d begin to have feelings for other people while being in a relationship. I was always forced to choose one or the other, because monogamy is the standard. It felt like a door had been opened to me, and I couldn’t wait to talk about it with my boyfriend.” —Alina

“I had heard the term [polyamory] before several times but never really came into solid contact with meaning to the term until I was in a guild in World of Warcraft that had two poly couples that were also deeply involved in the BDSM scene. Through the two couples sort of raising me, as it were, in the BDSM and poly scene, I had grown to learn a lot about the benefits and drawbacks. I later came to accept that both were entirely for me.” —Julie



The starting points for each of these journeys are different, but the common element is a sense of realization—that it is possible to deviate from the norms set down for women and for their relationships. Women who make the choice to color outside the lines are courageous, considering that going beyond the bounds of normalcy is rarely the path of least resistance. Before examining the female experience of alternative relationships, it is important to observe the traditional context surrounding relationships and sex in which women are expected to operate.

Female Fairy Tales

There are a number of ingrained cultural beliefs about the inherent nature of women and how women should relate to love and sex. Both men and women are socialized based on templates for behavior that remain largely unquestioned. It is usually taken as a given that men are sexually enthusiastic, sometimes to an uncontrollable extent, and a large number of casual sex partners is appealing to the average guy. On the flip side, women are expected to be passive, coy, and to seek out sex only within an emotionally committed context. These gender-normative templates are established and reinforced by religion, advertising, mass media, and often our own families and peer groups.

Sigmund Freud first coined the term Madonna-whore complex to describe the phenomenon wherein men categorize women as either Madonnas (pure, wholesome, virginal, motherly) or whores (sexualized, slovenly, licentious). The paradox is that while the stereotypical man admires, respects, and loves Madonna women, he is hopelessly attracted to the whore, and desires her sexually despite holding little respect for her.3 Today, Freud’s theories have largely been disproved, abandoned, or categorically thrown out the window. However, the Madonna-whore complex can still be seen in the way that women are conditioned to approach relationships and sex.

It’s expected that no woman wants to be the whore, at least not if she is seeking stable relationships. That means the only option is to be a Madonna. The problem is that the character of the Madonna is its own contradiction. How can a woman be a virgin and a mother at the same time? Immaculate conceptions just don’t happen as frequently as they used to!

Since few sexually active women identify entirely as whores or entirely as Madonnas, there is now a landscape rife with several centuries’ worth of conflicting advice. Never sleep with a man on the first date. But also don’t be frigid and withhold sex for too long, or he might abandon you for someone else. Don’t admit the number of sexual partners you’ve had. However, if you don’t have sexual experience and know-how before getting into bed with him, he’ll be turned off. Stay sexually attractive by working out, putting on the right makeup, doing your hair, and wearing flattering clothes, but don’t appear too eager by actually pursuing someone. Let him send the first text, make the first move, and chase you to the ends of the earth in order to realize how worthy of love and attention you are. Wrapped up in all of this is, of course, the unattainably high standards for beauty and personal appearance supported by our culture at large.

There has been a growing movement, largely fueled by third-wave feminism, to fight back against these expectations in the name of female empowerment. Women, tired of decades of being sexualized, objectified, and trivialized, are speaking up, and content creators and advertisers are starting to listen. Solid female characters are being more frequently written into popular TV shows and movies. The past few decades have seen some advertisers breaking the mold and running “real beauty” campaigns or portraying women as strong, active, and capable (although keep in mind that advertisers are still primarily motivated by selling products rather than advancing female empowerment).

This movement is making its way into the realm of dating and relationships. In Western culture we are now long past the days of the man being expected to pay for every date or ask a woman’s father for permission to court her. We can now witness the growing embrace of sex positivity as well as the controversial “hookup culture” that is characterized by its popularity among college-aged women. The new “empowered” message to young women is: focus on your own goals and fuck whomever you want, whenever you want, no strings attached (as long as you settle down eventually).

Hookup culture, sex positivity, and the feminist reclamation of casual sex will be discussed more in chapter 6, but I want to make it clear that this book is not encouraging any woman to cast off a history of sexual oppression by throwing all discretion to the wind. “Playing like the boys do” by appropriating cavalier and typically “macho” attitudes toward sex does not equal advancement toward women’s sexual liberation.

In the middle ground between the traditional romantic passivity and the aggressively modern hookup culture are the women who choose polyamory. Not conforming to one-size-fits-all monogamy but also not hopping into a sexual free-for-all, these women are in a middle ground that is frequently misunderstood, misrepresented, and straight-up baffling to traditional culture at large. In a world where you’re either single or taken, a faithful partner or a rotten cheater, it is difficult for non-monogamous women to find acknowledgment, tolerance, and understanding.

In-group vs. Out-group

The unfortunate reality is that society is rarely understanding toward those who don’t fit neatly into boxes. This is simply the way the human brain is built—we process our environment by simplifying it. We simplify the environment by categorizing it. This means dividing people into social groups. In order to differentiate social groups even further, we mentally exaggerate the positive qualities of our in-group (the group we belong to) and the negative qualities of the out-group (those weirdos over there).4 This psychology can fall on a wide spectrum—everything from staunch loyalty to your favorite football team (We’re number 1!!) to genocide (The Jews must be exterminated).5

Polyamory defies the rules of standard relationships, but has not yet become widely known or accepted, leaving poly and non-monogamous folks open to all kinds of interpretations. Some misinterpretations can be offensive, some are downright comical, and many highlight exactly what an alternative relationship isn’t. Some people perceive the very existence of polyamory to be a threat to their own practice of monogamy and may make some nasty comparisons, all in the name of distinguishing the in-group from the out-group.

What It Isn’t

My partners and polyamorous friends often lament the hazards of giving “The Talk”—the speech explaining polyamory and non-monogamy to those new to it. It is often a long-winded, conversation-dominating monologue that invariably ends in a rigorous question-and-answer session that fascinates some, disgusts others, and annoys the hell out of everyone else around who already knows what polyamory is. For years I’ve threatened to put together a PowerPoint presentation and hand it out on flash drives, but I decided to write this book instead.

Let’s examine some of the most common misconceptions that come up in The Talk. If you are reading this book, chances are you already have a little bit of familiarity with polyamory, but some of these thoughts may be running through your head as you learn more about it. See if any of these sound familiar—either from that little voice inside or from other people.

That’s the weird thing Mormons do, right?

Say the word polyamory and you’ll find it how easy it is for people to mentally leap to polygamy. Due to the right combination of mystery and scandal, the Mormon church has a nearly two-hundred-year history of being associated with polygamy as a spiritual practice. In reality, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints condemned plural marriage in an official statement over 100 years ago, but certain fundamentalist sects still practice it.6 The typical pop culture image of a Mormon polygamist evokes a man (usually older and heavily bearded) surrounded by multiple devout wives, some of whom may be extremely young. The controversial history of the Mormon church and its influence on American attitudes toward multi-partner relationships will be explained further in chapter 2.

However, it comes down to semantics. This practice is actually better described by the term polygyny—having multiple female partners. In fundamentalist Mormonism, women are strictly forbidden from pursuing other male partners.7 Polygamy refers to being married to multiple spouses, who could be of either gender. While concurrent marriage is currently outlawed in many countries, the legalization of secular polygamy is becoming a talking point within non-monogamous communities (see chapter 11).

The choice to have polyamorous relationships rarely has to do directly with one’s spirituality or religious expression. Healthy relationships also do not typically restrict one or multiple partners to monogamy while the other gets to have as many non-monogamous relationships as he or she likes. (Some monogamous people do willingly choose to partner with a polyamorous person, a format discussed in depth in chapter 8.) Shows like Big Love and Sister Wives have opened up many Americans to the possible benefits of having multiple partners, but unfortunately these relationships are only presented in this specifically religious and one-sided package.

Is this a kinky sexual thing?

Sex is a charged topic. In Western culture we have a long history of being both sexually repressed and sexually obsessed. Our modern-day attitudes toward sex are a mixed bag of scandal, enticement, temptation, and shame. The sexual aspect of nontraditional relationships without a doubt draws the most questions and also causes the most offended reactions.

Under the broad umbrella of non-monogamy, breaking out of the exclusive two-person-relationship model is often driven by sex. For example, a couple may regularly go to sex parties or swingers’ parties, which may be an agreed-upon safe space to sexually explore with other people. Outside of these specific spaces and events, however, the couple may practice emotional and sexual monogamy. Because multiple partners are only a part of the couple’s sexual play, they will likely choose not to disclose this facet of their private lives to family and friends. Another example would be the “100-mile rule” that some couples establish, where casual hook-ups and sexual flings are allowed, but only when one or both partners are out of town or traveling separately from each other.

It is a different story with polyamorous relationships. Because the emphasis is on building and nurturing romantic relationships, there is much more than sexual exploration at play. The sexual side of polyamorous relationships represents only one part of the whole, and this part can look many different ways. Three people who are in a triad relationship may sexually engage with each other on an individual basis or all together in a threesome. Alternately, a person may have multiple partners and multiple sexual dynamics within each of those individual relationships, but those partners do not also have sex with each other.

The sex in any given polyamorous relationship may be defined by leather-bondage, acrobatic, off-the-wall kinkiness, or by gentle, cuddly, missionary-style vanilla. The full spectrum is possible, just as it is with the average monogamous relationship. The important takeaway here is that polyamory is not just a sexual fetish, nor is it limited to the realm of sexual exploration. A much more in-depth exploration of sexuality in poly relationships can be found in chapter 6.


Misconceptions versus Judgments

Clearing up misconceptions about your lifestyle or chosen type of relationship generally leads to better understanding overall. Once you’ve painted a clear picture of your love life, many people will be curious or politely neutral. Unfortunately, some people will react with harsh judgments, such as:

You’re being a slut.

What you’re doing is immoral.

This is sinful.

You’re sick.

Judgments like these are not as easy to neutralize as misconceptions. Misconceptions arise from a lack of awareness and information, but judgments come from an individual’s value system, definitions of right and wrong, and perception of how the world is supposed to work. Chapter 9 will cover negative or judgmental reactions from others and how to handle them with grace and smarts.



So you’re just playing the field for now?

The standard rituals of dating and courtship in the twenty-first century have developed into a reliable pattern. One is either single—not in a committed monogamous relationship—or taken—in a committed monogamous relationship. Being single means having the freedom to date around, play the field, see just how many different types of fish in the sea there are. Ironically, the ultimate goal of dating is to eventually stop dating … but only after you’ve found Mr. Right.

Dating around is one of the few arenas where non-monogamy is culturally accepted, though with chagrin. After all, you’re exploring your options! In this period it’s considered good taste to not be explicitly honest about the number of other people that you’re dating or to give any details as to the nature of those developing relationships. Depending on how many dating partners you have and how long you choose to draw this out, it can turn into quite a juggling game—lying to a partner by saying that you’re out “with friends” when you’re actually out on a date, or scrambling to tidy up your place so that the next person coming over won’t see any evidence of last night’s roll in the hay with someone else. Once the “right” person comes along, all other dating pursuits must be nipped in the bud in order to focus on developing an exclusive relationship. For this reason, dating relationships have to be kept at arm’s length, without much intimacy or emotional bonding. The go-to phrase? I want to keep things casual. I don’t want to be committed right now.

This juggling game works for some, but it drives me crazy.

By contrast, effective polyamorous and non-monogamous relationships are distinguished by total honesty with all of your partners about the other people that you’re dating, having sex with, or in a relationship with. The level of detail and type of information shared is determined by the individuals within each particular relationship, but no one is hiding certain partners or interactions from other partners.

These relationships are also different from casual dating in that the goal is not to find The One to settle down with. Falling in love with someone new does not mean abandoning all other relationships. And rarely is polyamory a transitory phase while in between “real” relationships.

Isn’t that just cheating?

Within the confines of a monogamous relationship, any non-monogamous behavior can be construed as cheating. Infidelity is traditionally defined as engaging in sexual contact with someone who is not your romantic partner, but some may add flirting, growing too emotionally close with someone outside of the relationship, or even checking out other people to the list. On the surface, a relationship in which sex and intimacy is shared with more than one person can bear a striking resemblance to cheating.

However, it is important to think outside the box when getting to the heart of what cheating actually is. In 2007, Oscar award-winning actress Mo’Nique publicly revealed her open marriage. In the years following, media outlets jumped all over this news, and headlines claimed that she gives her husband “a free pass to cheat.” In 2015, Mo’Nique clarified many details about her relationship and addressed the accusations of free-for-all cheating. “We don’t give each other passes to cheat, because when you cheat, you lie, when you lie, you steal.”8,9 Cheating is non-monogamy, but it is also nonconsensual.

Cheating incorporates an element of cloak-and-dagger beyond just having sex with multiple people. When you cheat, you are taking actions that go against the fundamental agreements of your relationship, and usually this is followed by some form of dishonesty in order to cover it up. This means that infidelity can look different depending on the agreements of each different relationship. If you and your partner have agreed to be sexually and emotionally exclusive to each other, then falling in love or having sex with someone else is cheating. If you and your partner have agreed to be non-monogamous but always communicate honestly with each other about your individual dating lives, then lying or omitting information about starting a new relationship could be cheating.

Regardless of the type of relationship, it is important to clearly communicate what you consider to be infidelity. Don’t assume that you already know what would upset your partner or that your partner already knows what would upset you! I’ve witnessed monogamous relationships go for years before having this conversation, which usually occurs after one partner violates an unknown, unspoken rule. Talk about this early and often!

Once you find the right person, you’ll stop wanting to sleep around with other people.

Many people believe that if you’re really in love, you’ll lose all desire or interest in anyone other than the object of your affections. When you fall in love with someone and you’re experiencing that intense chemical rush known as new relationship energy, it can be easy to forget about everything else, including friends, family, hobbies, and even obligations to school or work! For a while, it really does feel the way they show it in the movies.

However, this does not mean that you are incapable of being attracted to or feeling affection for other people. You don’t stop feeling love for your brother or lose your desire to hang out with your best friend when you start falling in love with someone else, yet for some reason we expect that any romantic or sexual feelings for anyone else will be instantly canceled out by our existing romantic or sexual feelings.

This expectation has caused distress for many people. The truth is, whether you are in the exciting beginning stages of a new relationship or if you are happily and solidly bonded to someone after several years, it is still quite possible and totally normal to feel attraction to others. Human beings are built for a lifetime of reproduction—it just makes sense that we would maintain our ability to be turned on by as many other people as possible. As the authors of the popular “Bible” of polyamory, The Ethical Slut, say: a wedding ring around the finger does not cause a nerve block to the genitals.10

So what does this mean for you? If you’re monogamous, don’t let attraction to another person cause you to doubt the love and desire you have for your current partner, and don’t let your partner’s attraction to other people be a source of anxiety or threat. If you’re polyamorous, rejoice in being able to talk your partners about who you’re attracted to and get excited about their new squeeze as well!

There’s only one person out there who is your soul mate. Why waste your time with someone who is not The One?

Romantic love has had a long evolution before becoming what it is to us today. The search for “The One” or your “soul mate” is popular and highly romanticized. The idea is that there is one person out there who is meant for you. When you meet this person, the stars will align, you will be completed, and according to some, the relationship will not be difficult or require any work because of how perfectly and divinely matched you are. This concept was first seen in Plato’s Symposium.

In Plato’s philosophical allegory, the character of Aristophanes delivers a speech describing the origins of romantic love. He claims that in the beginning of time, human beings had two sets of body parts—two heads, two mouths, four legs, double sets of genitalia, etc. When the gods grew uneasy about the growing power of these beings, they decided to split them each in half and scatter them to the winds. Aristophanes concludes that since that time, man is “always looking for his other half.”11

There is no denying that the story is romantic. How could you not be ecstatic to meet another person who undeniably connects with you, understands you, and loves you in a way that transcends the limitations of time and space? Some of us have experienced a connection like this, and some have yet to. When you do build a relationship based on this kind of connection, it is game-changing, disruptive, and unforgettable.

I’m of the opinion that these connections are not limited to once in a lifetime. Some are blessed by The One, and others are blessed by The Many. In my life, some connections have opened my eyes to how deep and earth-shattering intimacy can be, and others have challenged me and woken me up to my faults and my strengths. Having multiple partners does not mean you are sacrificing the dream of finding a soul mate or that you don’t believe in true love. Tikva Wolf writes in her poly and genderqueer comic Kimchi Cuddles, “I just didn’t stop looking for the other [soul mates] after I found the first one!”12

And who’s to say that before the gods split us apart, there weren’t some of us wandering around with three or four sets of body parts? (More disturbing to visualize, but just as romantic.)

That’s not a real relationship, and that’s not real love.

The definition of “love” is already quite sticky, much less defining what counts as “real” love or a “real” relationship. Some say a relationship is only real if it leads to marriage and kids. Others say a relationship is real after he or she has met your parents. And still others maintain that a real relationship means you never fight with each other.

Many popular women’s publications have published advice on how to tell if you’re in a “for-real” relationship. Commonly mentioned indicators include making plans for the future with your partner, spending the holidays together, and losing all desire or interest for anyone else.13,14 Ultimately, these publications uphold the steadfast belief that long-term monogamous relationships are the only type of relationship worthy of pursuit and effort. Anything outside of that is not a “real” relationship.

Most of us are raised to believe that love is infinite, but not when it comes to romance. A mother can love multiple children, a person can love multiple friends, but you can’t truly love more than one romantic partner. There’s this belief that romantic love is a limited resource, and if you give it to multiple people, you must be taking it away from someone else.

Just like love for your family or love for your friends, romantic love is infinite. It can be abundantly given to as many people as you want without losing power or intensity. What is finite is time and money. In a competitive and capitalist culture, it’s possible that we’ve started to misconstrue time and money as symbols of love.

Without getting too metaphysical, it’s important to know that love is an illogical force that operates outside of the seemingly logical limits of time, space, and money. The father who only has a poverty-line income to provide for his kids doesn’t love them less because his money is limited. The soldier who has been on deployment doesn’t love her husband any less because she has only seen him once in the past year. You can lie in bed next to the same person every night for twenty years and not feel an iota of love or compassion for them. Do not think that all love needs physical proximity, disposable income, or 100 percent of your time in order to be real.

When you start looking at love in this way, you begin to realize that you have access to an extremely powerful force of good, a limitless and abundant resource, a transcendent instrument that can nurture, heal, and light up sparks in yourself and anyone else you meet. You’re like a superhero, rockstar, and Jedi Master all rolled up in one! Who wouldn’t want to bring that kind of power to every relationship?

You can’t actually be happy this way.

It should be obvious that the only person who knows if you are happy or not is you. Don’t let anybody—your partner, your parents, your therapist, your boss, anybody—tell you that you are unhappy when you are actually happy. There are many paths to happiness, peace, and contentment, and they all look different. If your actions are safe, healthy, positive, and not causing harm, you get the privilege of creating and owning your path to happiness.

Lesbian author Jeannette Winterson ironically poses the question, “Why be happy when you could be normal?”15 Ultimately it is your decision how much “normal” you need to sacrifice in order to be happy. I’m firmly of the belief that giving up normalcy in exchange for fulfillment and joy is always worth it.

At the end of the day, no one can argue with your happiness. So go find it and don’t let anyone tell you it should be otherwise!


You Can’t Make This Stuff Up

These misconceptions aren’t as common, but they are too ridiculous not to mention.

Does that mean you’re a cult leader?

That’s a brilliant idea! You keep every girl jealous of each other, so they’ll all try extra hard to be prettier and better in bed!

You must have orgies and threesomes all the time.

All polyamorous people are bisexual, and all bisexual men are secretly gay. Therefore, a polyamorous man dating multiple women must be gay.

Your soul mate’s spirit must have been destroyed in another life.



Chapter 1 Homework

Exercise #1

Think about your earliest memories, probably from around the time you were three or four. What were your earliest thoughts about romantic love? What about relationships? Sex? Were these things positive or negative? Did you learn about them from your parents, your friends, by watching a movie?

Exercise #2

Think about all the stereotypes, positive and negative, that you know about women. It will probably be easy to come up with several, but here are a few common ones to get you started:

•   Women don’t enjoy sex as much as men.

•   Women just want to get married and settle down.

•   Women only date jerks.

•   Women are better at negotiating and making compromises.

For each stereotype, make two lists: women you know (personally or not) who live up to these stereotypes and women who defy them. How many of these stereotypes do you see in yourself? How many do you see yourself defying?

Exercise #3

Let’s reexamine Jeanette Winterson’s quote.

Why be happy when you could be normal?

In what ways are you or your life not “normal” by outside standards? Is there anything that you wish you could do or a way you wish you could be that you avoid pursuing because it isn’t “normal”?
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From Tribal Living to Sacred Cuddling Parties: The Unwritten History of Polyamory







In 1986, anthropologists unearthed a prehistoric grave near Dolni Vestonice in the Czech Republic. The area was already renowned for containing many Paleolithic artifacts and remains, but this 25,000-year-old burial site was particularly unique. It contained the skeletons of three individuals, two men and one woman, lying side by side. Their bodies seem to have been buried with intention and ritual. The man to the right of the woman shows evidence of a traumatic skull injury and was buried facedown with his head turning away, but his left arm is linked with the woman’s right. The man on the woman’s left is reaching for her pelvis with both hands, and his hip has been impaled by a wooden stake or spear. Each of their heads and the pelvis of the woman are decorated with red ochre.1 Evidently, some kind of story is being told in the way these ancient humans were laid to rest, but what could it be?
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