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FRANÇOISE SIMPÈRE

Françoise Simpère is a journalist, writer, and author of, among others, Aimer plusieurs hommes (To Love Several Men), L’algue fatale (The Deadly Seaweed), Des désirs et des hommes (Men and Desire), Bien dans l’eau,bien dans sa peau (Feeling Good in Water . . . and in Yourself), Les latitudes amoureuses (Latitudes of Love), Ce qui trouble Lola (The Trouble With Lola), Il n’est jamais trop tard pour aimer plusieurs hommes (It’s Never Too Late To Love More Than One Man), and Le bonheur est un art subtil (The Subtle Art of Happiness). Her areas of interest, present in all of her works, are eroticism, environmentalism, and social issues. As the director of the Senso collection (from French publishing house Editions Blanche), she writes fiction for television and the big screen and is also a documentary contributor. She was the subject of the documentary La grande amoureuse, directed by the Québécois Martine Asselin, which has aired several times in Québec since its production in 2007. A freelance journalist, she also regularly updates her blog Jouer au monde fsimpere. http://over-blog.com.






For my daughters, Anne-Sophie and Lauranne,



 May their love lives be the most beautiful in the world.





“Love is sharing everything you wish to share with another, and to live the rest as you see fit. This is the only kind of love that can last.”

—Benoîte Groult, May 2008





“The boundary between love and friendship has been covered in barbwire . . . but love and friendship share the same innocence, between love and friendship, then, what is the difference.”

—Henri Tachan





“I hope for nothing, I fear nothing, I am free.”

—Nikos Kazantzakis, Cretan poet imprisoned for twelve years





Foreword

To she who changed my life . . .





 Dear Françoise,

We don’t know each other, yet I already feel like I know so much about you. Three years ago, you were responsible (albeit unintentionally) for saving my relationship. My wife and I were going through a divorce at the time and I had met a woman through an internet forum. I was at a point where I couldn’t see what there was left to hope for from my relationship with my partner, with whom I have a wonderful little boy. Then one day, wandering the aisles of Fnac,1 I came across your book, It’s Never Too Late To Love More Than One Man.2 Why I was drawn to this book among the thousands on display I’ll never know, but I quickly read the blurb and bought it immediately. That very night I picked it up and could not tear myself away! I read it and turned straight around and read it again.

Words of truth can light up the world for some people, and, at that instant, your truth became mine. My wife and I had been seeing each other again over the previous few months. We were living apart but were getting on well again, better and better as time went on, and the divorce was beginning to seem like a ridiculous idea. My first wife had also left me because I had been unfaithful, and I was beginning to wonder, “Am I going to get divorced every seven years, just because I’m interested in other women?”

I mentioned your book to my “future ex” and asked her if she would read it. “What she says here is what I am saying to you; what she feels, I feel,” I told her. For months, years even, I had been searching for a way to express my discontent and to articulate my broad feelings about love and friendship between men and women.

Since then, my wife and I have rediscovered each other, bought another house together, and are expecting a baby in July. Before the child was conceived, we spent a long time deciding whether we really wanted to live “this way” in the years to come. Last year my wife met a man with whom she had a relationship that lasted a few months. I had never seen her so radiant, nor had she ever shown me as much affection and tenderness as at that time. Eventually she broke it off with this man because he could not understand our situation and wanted her to leave me for him. He would not give up, and so she quietly slipped away.

Hardly anybody around us is fully able to understand our lifestyle, without even mentioning our families, to whom it would be impossible to explain just half of what I have written to you. I am certainly still the driving force behind this lifestyle change. My wife is generally comfortable with the situation, but on any given day jealousy can take her for an unexpected spin. I do my best to help her, to reassure her of my love.

I have been thinking of writing this to you for a long time now, but I told myself that you had bigger fish to fry and that my testimonial would be useless. But then I saw you on the Mireille Dumas television show and the idea reared its head again. Not that the wondrous forces of coincidence didn’t play their role in this too: You recently left a comment on the blog of a friend of mine who is as big a fan of yours as I am. I took the opportunity to copy down the mailing address you posted and to finally send you the letter which has been so close to my heart. I hope that one day I will have the honor of meeting you . . . ”



 I contacted this gentleman, V, who asked if I would be his child’s godmother—“Without you, he wouldn’t be here.” A few months later I met V, his partner, and the baby. We kept in contact and even spent a weekend in the country with other readers for whom my book and blog3 had been the helping hand into a new kind of love life, or, for some, had provided comfort in the knowledge that they were not alone in their choice to live a lifestyle that embraces romantic diversity.

This letter and dozens like it, along with all of the emails, phone calls, and meeting requests that I received, confirmed that To Love Several Men had touched on a sensitive area. Of all my books, this was the one that earned me the most interviews and invitations on both radio and television—to the point that I sometimes have to remind people that romantic plurality is not my only interest, and that there are many other subjects about which I would like to be interviewed.

Through the travels I embark upon in my work as a scientific journalist, I often meet researchers, politicians, and sociologists. And there have been many times when, at the end of a meeting, these people approach me about a television program they saw me on and spontaneously bombard me with their marital problems and fantasies!

Chance brought me the secret diary of an elderly lady who has now passed away. In the pages, written during the war, she speaks of her husband, who encouraged her to have lovers while he was away on the front line, “because he couldn’t bear the thought of his dear wife withering away and hoped to find her as impassioned as ever when he returned on leave.” And so it was. The couple continued their romantic escapades well after the war had ended—escapades which kept the fire of love and beauty burning, if the passionate glances she still shot to her elderly husband and the pure radiance of this eighty-year-old lady, glowing with joie de vivre, are anything to go by.

Over the years I have ready many books about relationships, a topic which carries as much theoretical baggage as that of psychology, medicine, or sexology. Authors, therefore, are often led to draw radically different conclusions, providing us with the proof that absolute truth in this matter does not exist. Through reading novels and works of sociology, biology, and spirituality, I have been able to better articulate where I stand on the issue of dependence and free will,4 but my own experiences and those of my correspondents have taught me more than I have learned from any other venue. I receive such extraordinary testimonials from polyamorous men and women, through which they either describe their personal stories or seek my advice, and every one of them is unique. Open relationships, as is their nature, do not conform to any particular model. They are lived in a manner dictated by the personality of each individual or couple, who must constantly reinvent the rules of the game whose very goal is evolution, and not stagnation. While monogamy may forbid having more than one partner in your life, that does not mean that by embracing polyamory you are forced to have multiple partners; it is perfectly possible to be in a phase either of multiple relationships, of a single monogamous one, or perhaps none at all, dependant on desire, which is not linear or fixed in time, but cyclical and constantly changing. I have been touched by the kindness exhibited by the men and women who write to me for advice when their partner falls in love with somebody else: “I love him/her, I want him/her to be happy, but I don’t want to lose what we’ve built together. How can we reconcile our love with that that he/she has for this other person?” How far we are in this instance from possessiveness and illicit urges . . .

These polyamorous relationships are not the same thing as the “open” relationships popular in the 1970s, or today’s trend of swinging, which is extremely rigid in structure.5 “Polyamory,” as it is referred to throughout this book, should be understood to encompass many aspects of freedom, as we will see, and not just those of a sexual and romantic nature, as can sometimes be the case in some polyamorous communities.6 To embrace this way of life, a complete reprogramming of the “romantic central nervous system,” as it were, is necessary. If confronted with the concept without warning or adequate reflection as to its implications, many couples could be destroyed by the lifestyle—not because it is a harmful concept in and of itself, but because for them it would be artificial. Las Vegas, the luxury city in the middle of a desert, is an artificial universe that sucks dry the banks of the Colorado River. A possessive man using polyamory as an opportunity to commit adultery would be artificial in this same way. A life of harmony cannot exist without intellectual coherence. One female correspondent wrote, “Poly women yearn for discovery and knowledge, and have devoted a lot of time to pondering the question of freedom. Like the witches of yesteryear, their capacity to think and live in a way that defies the rules of normality is met with a mixture of fascination and hostility. Fortunately, though, this is not the Middle Ages, and it is time to stop burning witches.”

I have enjoyed seven years of such conversations with dozens of readers, some of whom have become great friends. Thanks to this, and in part to my own personal development, I have reached the conclusion that polyamory is an individual choice before it is that of the couple, and that it largely surpasses the issue of sexuality. The majority of issues that arise when one loves more than one person do concern the unit of the couple, for the simple reason that single poly men and women, given that they have no official ties, are free to conduct their relationships as they see fit. This does not, of course, exempt them from the obligation that they show respect and consideration to their partners. The required reprogramming of the “romantic central nervous system” and the existential questions raised by polyamory are concerns for both singles and couples.

Polyamory is a global life choice, but its daily application changes on a case-by-case basis. “Think globally, act locally”—this environmentalist slogan fits our topic perfectly, and we will see later that this is by no means a coincidence.





This book is not intended to be a user’s manual, but rather a guide that each reader can adapt to his or her own personal life. The following topics will be discussed:

From “Elsewhere” to “Sex”: A glossary of the theoretical aspects of polyamory. Each section will be followed by questions that people have asked me over the years, or that I have asked myself at times when no one else could advise me.

Dos and Don’ts: Based on real-life situations, this know-how is by no means all-encompassing, but offers advice for poly men and women as they confront issues for the first time in the midst of a staunchly monogamous world.

Testimonials: These real-life accounts from poly men and women demonstrate the variety of experiences that stem from this principle concept and show the extent to which our patterns of romantic behavior are changing. These testimonials show some of the difficulties encountered as a result of this lifestyle alongside stories of the happiness that it can bring. I am grateful for the trust that these men and women have displayed in agreeing that their words be reproduced here.7





Definitions

Polyamorous relationships: Simultaneous relationships of a sexual, intellectual, or emotional nature, or a combination of these elements.



 Lover: A person with whom one has a relationship outside of the couple. The nature of this relationship may vary.



 Partner: A person with whom one shares his or her life. This term is broader than husband/wife, given that many couples are not married but are still life partners, even if they do not live under the same roof.



 Poly men/women: Men and women who have polyamorous relationships.



 Polyamory: The lifestyle of poly men and women.



 Monogamy: The dominant model for life as a couple, understood here to be defined as exclusive monogamy, whereby outside relationships are forbidden.





Every issue raised here may be applied to both sexes. Polyamory’s principal characteristic is to practice gender equality while allowing men and women to embrace their individual needs and sensibilities.

Polyamory, as it is presented here, is the result of thirty-five years of life, reflections, and relationship observation. It should go without saying that this does not apply to every single poly man or woman, but is rather an ideal.





WHAT POLYAMORY IS . . . AND IS NOT





Elsewhere

Moral rules are not universal—a little travel will show anybody that—nor are they something an individual is born with. Rather, they are the product of historical circumstance or society models. Take, for example, the Mormon Church, for whose members polygamy was practiced during a period when they were subject to much persecution. At that time, many men died in combat, leaving behind wives and children who were destitute and had nowhere to turn. There was no choice but to allow men to marry multiple times, in order that these widows could benefit from the support of a family structure.

Monogamy in the West is justified by the official stance that it is impossible to love more than one person at a time—a dogma that is built upon the confusion of love and passion. In other words, passionate love is an intense, narcissistic feeling of attachment that can simply not be shared. However, it is universally agreed that after its initially passionate stage, love must evolve into the building of a life together in order to stay alive, and this being the case, it is as unreasonable to continue to demand exclusivity as it would be to demand exclusive love for a child or a friend.

The foundations of monogamy can be found at the root of the social values that it reflects. In a society built upon the notion of accumulating goods, it has always been important for men to be able to pass down such goods to any children they may father. Monogamy was something that could guarantee to any given man that the children carried by his partner were indeed his. Today, however, contraception and the ability to prove paternity through DNA testing have rendered this objective unnecessary. Furthermore, the protection offered by monogamy is not infallible: Many husbands have unknowingly raised children who were not their own, just as others have fathered children in adultery, something that meant, at a certain time, that these children could stake no claims on inheritance. The cracks in the walls of the monogamy agreement are a clear sign that, since the rules have been broken from the beginning of time, such a demand of exclusivity is not necessarily the natural thing it was once believed to be.8

We must, then, look elsewhere in order to understand why monogamy continues to be the sole accept-able model for romantic life.9 One theory is that monogamy helps to keep couples in a state of latent sexual frustration, given that they are, on principal, forbidden to fulfill the desires that confront them in their everyday lives. In order to quell frustrations, a little compensation is required: Extensive marketing surveys have shown that the majority of sales of non-vital goods to individuals are driven by the need for self-affirmation and for the stimulation of the libido (“He’s got the money, he’s got the car, he’ll get the girl”—this advertising slogan, like countless others, shows that marketing exploits sexual desire in the name of sales). Some studies have even found a direct correlation between the length of the blade chosen when purchasing a chainsaw . . . and buyer’s dreams of virility! Monogamy, therefore, favors consumerism, presented as the key to growth, prosperity, and, by consequence, happiness within a materialistic society. One final theory, clearly linked to the previous one, is that monogamy corresponds directly to values of ownership and power, as promoted by a market society. To be married is to be the sole keeper of another being for one’s exclusive enjoyment, much to the satisfaction of the dominant narcissist who lies dormant in so many individuals.

This model, however, must be flawed, given that one in three marriages (one in two in the Paris region) ends in divorce, not counting the couples who remain married despite a lack of happiness and fulfillment. Logic dictates, therefore, that while we may keep this model for the third of households for whom it rings true, we are in need of other romantic options to act not as Band-Aids for the existing one, but rather as new concepts. Unfortunately, it can be extremely difficult to change the logic of thought. We prefer to live with hidden affairs or to look for erotic distractions, but certainly not to question the underlying logic of this model and not to ask ourselves whether another way of thinking is possible.

This intellectual laziness can be found on both the political and economical level: Consider the example of Alan Greenspan, ex-director of the Federal Reserve, who admitted, after twenty years of blind faith in a system of market self-regulation, that “there is a flaw in the system and it must be changed”—many of those would rather try to fix it, shielding their eyes from the glaring fact that the same logic will sooner or later simply reproduce the same level of destruction. The ability of the liberal financial system to end poverty is widely contradicted, but many economists continue, with unbelievable mental stubbornness, to support the notion that this poverty is accidental and refuse to look to a different economic system, based on an environmental, humane, libertarian vision that exploits and shares resources.

Polyamory finds its place “elsewhere” in the logic of love, much as libertarian environmentalism finds itself “elsewhere” in the logic of politics and the economy. It is no coincidence that the former is gaining in popularity at a time when the latter is also making headway, at least on an analytical level. There are several striking conclusions that the two analyses have in common:

Nonappropriation: Environmentalists refuse to accept gene patenting and appropriation of living species. Polyamorists refuse to claim ownership over the people they love.

Respect for natural cycles: Environmentalists advocate the respect of animal reproductive seasons and cycles. Polyamorists call for the respect of the cycles of desire, which are far from being linear. For them, the idea of breaking off a relationship simply because it is going through a dry period is as ridiculous as the idea of chopping down a tree in the winter simply because it has lost its leaves, forgetting that after winter comes spring. Of course, they are no more exempt from the pain of romantic breakups than the next person, but they make such decisions after mature reflection and not as a result of pressure from ruling hormonal, passionate impulses.

Biodiversity: Environmentalists believe that monolithic solutions—be they in the auto, nuclear, or genetics field—are doomed to fail and lead only along the path to dependence. They feel rather that it is far more sensible to approach the future by opening up more possibilities. Likewise, polyamorists believe that monogamy sterilizes love and fosters unhealthy codependence, whereas multiple relationships feed off of each other’s differences and ultimately lead to enriching fulfillment. Polyamory aims to find a balance between stability, wherein children are not made to bear the brunt of their parents’ emotional ups and downs, and a need to grow emotionally, intellectually, and sexually with lovers who bring their individuality to the table to the benefit of all.

The importance of bonding: Environmentalists warn that a society based on performance and competition can only harm social bonding and have detrimental effects on our attentiveness to others. Along these same lines, polyamorists do not focus on sexual performance and transcend the boundaries of romantic rivalry. They nurture emotional relationships where words, caresses, attention to, and interest in the other take the place of expectations and performance requirements.

This meeting of principals between environmentalism and this “ecology of love” called polyamory leads us to the same conclusion. It is widely accepted that to create a livable society for all and a sustainable environment for the earth, small gestures are not enough; the need to change our global outlook on the structure of the world is becoming more and more urgent. Similarly, in order for it to find its identity, polyamory cannot merely move over to accommodate a monogamy which would, at best, condone romantic relationships outside of the couple. What is needed is a new take on love, freedom, and the responsibility that every person has over his or her own life. A clear, yet flexible system. However, like any major shift, there must be many stages. One becomes polyamorous over time, through asking questions and affecting micro-changes that eventually lead to a completely different way of life, just as some environmentalists, by first sifting through the debris that surrounded them, have managed to find a space where they can live happily and comfortably far away from the sirens of overconsumption.

QUESTIONS




 1. What is the hardest part of abandoning the model of monogamy?

It is exactly that—abandoning the model—that is the hard part! Even though this way of life may seem restrictive, it is always comfortable to live within the norm and fairly easy to step outside of it with discretion. To stand up and live openly outside of that norm, on the other hand, exposes you to the reactions of others, which can at times be quite aggressive. Added to that is the fact that every day involves a journey down an unknown path, where rules and reference points need to be reinvented as you go. Many men, initially drawn to polyamory, will renounce it not as the result of moral conflict, but for the simple fact that adultery is easier. On the other hand, women, if monogamy has not been too entrenched in them, are generally attracted to the idea of polyamory, which they greatly prefer over adultery. They admire its openness, clarity, and the fact that genuine relationships take precedent over mere sexual encounters. Since the publication of Aimer plusieurs homes (To Love Several Men) in 2002, the concept of polyamory has come a long way, particularly among young people, who see it as a refreshing alternative to the divorce culture of their parents’ generation. It is discussed in books, in internet forums, and on websites,10 bursting the bubble of isolation in which many poly men and women feel they are confined. This now being the case, their lives should get a whole lot easier in the future.



 2. Why try polyamory when it’s so easy to cheat on my partner discreetly?

Polyamory is not an excuse for adultery! It is a life view based on the responsibility and autonomy of the individual. For poly men and women, romantic diversity—in fact, diversity in general—is preferable to singularity as it allows an individual to express many parts of his or her personality and heightens self-confidence, intellectual curiosity, and creativity. Sexuality is but one of many areas through which these traits are fostered. The decision to become poly often comes hand-in-hand with the launching of other projects that are important to both men and women, like changing careers, learning a new craft, or traveling. Their new take on love and relationships, by kicking out the old system of thought that had repressed them for so long, liberates them from prior fears and gives them the energy to take the leap into a new life.



 3. What is the difference between polyamory and the sexual liberation of the 1970s?

Polyamory incorporates sexual liberation, but its logic is different and its philosophy more global. The sexual liberation movement of the 1970s, under the banner of “free love,” was a reaction to the prudishness of previous decades and entered the scene as a literal explosion of the senses. However, given the climate of intense politicization, sexuality did not escape the clutches of ideology. The expectation of sexual liberation was almost as widely enforced as that of monogamy. Its roots were not desire but an ideological need to reject “bourgeois” jealousy and embrace the breaking of the taboos and shackles of yesteryear. Moreover, it was merely tacked on to previous patterns of behavior without allowing individuals the time to really analyze their sexuality. Quickly, then, we saw the emergence of macho instincts, of men imposing their desires on women with complete disregard for their own. This, in turn, provoked a feminist response whereby everything that represented this masculinity was met with hostility.

Polyamory operates under a much more egalitarian ideology, where individuals profit from freedom without being forced to express it: A poly man may go through periods where he has no partner, where he has several, or where he is monogamous, but he remains a poly man, free in his romantic conduct. Poly women are feminists who love men: comfortable enough to have no need to exclude or defend themselves against this half of the population, sure enough of themselves to not be afraid to love.



 4. Is polyamory the same as swinging?

Polyamory certainly allows for partner-swapping but sets itself apart from the standardized model of swinging, in which seduction and sexuality reign over the importance that polyamory gives to the creation of relationships. Besides, liberation through swinging remains theoretical in nature, as swingers are open only to an exchange of partners within sets of couples, and a male partner may refuse to share his partner with a single man (or the other way around). Furthermore, many swingers forbid emotional ties between sexual partners, as well as personal encounters outside of the couple, which runs contrary to the philosophy of polyamory.



 5. Can poly men and women be single?

Absolutely. Polyamory is a personal choice before it is the choice of the couple. In theory, single poly men and women have no limits to their personal freedom as they have no one to answer to and no expectations to fulfill. In practice, however, things are not so simple. Single poly men and women may find themselves up against demands of exclusivity or the constraints of jealousy and may, sooner or later, ask themselves if the time has not come to share their freedom and build a life with a long-term partner. Single poly men and women impose the same limits of respect that anyone owes to his or her partners. The questions that come up in this book do concern couples for the most part, as it is in applying a romantic practice that runs contrary to this structure of ownership of a partner and sexual exclusivity that problems occur. However, let it be clear that the suggestion here is not to enforce polyamory in place of monogamy, but rather to expose people to the wide range of possibilities available so that they may chose their path, both in love and in life in general, with an open mind.



 6. Why is it that couples that get divorced, remarry, get divorced again (successive monogamy), and so forth, are considered faithful, whereas polyamorous couples, who have long-term and even life partners, are considered unfaithful?

Private life must mirror society in order to be accepted. A few generations ago, when one entered the service of an employer and remained there for one’s entire life, the monogamous couple corresponded directly to this idea: one job/one boss, one marriage/one partner. Economic crises and an increase in divorce rates exposed the fragility of bonds that were previously believed to be everlasting, as well as the dangers that appear when one puts one’s survival—be it economical or emotional—in the hands of a single structure. The habits of attachment, however, are hard to break. People prefer to sever ties, make new ones, then sever them again and start from the beginning. Our current period could be defined as a time of sentimental and professional channelhopping, whose consequence is the anxiety of instability and whose collateral damages lead to repetitive disruptions: material losses, displaced children, repeatedly broken families, and so on.



 7. Is polyamory, like sex-toys or communal living were at other times, just a trend?

“Polyamory” and “multiple relationships” are words that are heard more and more, and we may therefore have reason to believe that the subject could become a media trend. Some people will give polyamory a try . . . and fail . . . for it requires such a rethinking of one’s preconceptions in relation to love, that one must first be sure that it is the right thing to do in order to persevere.



 8. Why does polyamory provoke such adverse reactions?

Polyamory offends people because it answers their questions in a manner that is logical and coherent, yet at the same time completely contradictory to dominant strains of thought. It accepts the realities of desire without hiding behind the myth of “one love.” Its model is open-ended and forms itself on the free will and independence of the individual. Its approach is revolutionary and secular: “Live as you see fit, without imposing your beliefs on others,” which runs contrary to the overbearing fundamentalist trend currently sweeping through societies today.11

Polyamory sees sexuality as a privilege, a joyful means of communication, unlike the guilt-provoking prudishness and constraints of standardized sexuality. It advocates peaceful and responsible romantic relationships in societies where dramatic breakups and crimes of passion have become commonplace. In addition, it creates perfect equality between men and women.





Freedom, equality, secularism, respect: when all is said and done, polyamory is an ideal life choice for a democratic republic. Furthermore, in many countries, more and more couples are now opting for civil unions in place of marriage, which constitutes a contract between loved ones who wish to build a life together, without necessarily demanding sexual exclusivity.
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