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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. 1 write
about sex, I teach workshops and lecture about sex, I answer people’s
questions about sex, 1 demonstrate techniques for sex, 1 make sex-
positive movies, and | produce sex events. Because of my work and my
never-ending interest in all things sexual, | 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, qQueer, 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,
its still cool, but its different. I found myself less interested in the
surface of what I was seeing—how he licks her, the noises she makes
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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 1 often see making out with them both? Do they
have sex with other people? 1 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 discov-
ered that their relationships were a lot more intriguing, complex, and
transgressive than their sex lives (and their sex lives were pretty amaz-
ing). 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 expe-
rience 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 exclu-
sivity are not the same thing. —The Myth of Monogamy'

Its 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
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(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.” This period in what I call “Leave It to Beaver Land” didn't
last for very long. The 1960s brought the sexual revolution, partof a
counterculture movement among young people that openly ques-
tioned 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.}

The activism of the sixties gave birth to the women’s movement,
which mobilized women and men to challenge gender roles, stereo-
types, 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 martied 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.’ 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,
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OPENING UP

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 asa relationship in which
the partners are committed to their own and to each others
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 flexi-
ble 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 individ-
ual growth, and openness to new possibilities for growth.®

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 per-
sonal 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 marviage became synonymous with a sexually open

marriage.

PILOTS, PARTIES, AND POLYAMORY: A BRIEF HISTORY 5

Multilateral Marriage

In 1973, husband and wile 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 Centificate 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.” They were among the first (if not the first) to use the
terms cowife and cohusband to describe the relationships between part-
ners 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.
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16 OPENING UP

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 vuiner-
able 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 monoga-
mous 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 nonmonoga-
mous people cannot commit to one person or choose between them. Its
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' 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,

MYTHS ABOUT NONMONOGAMY 17
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 automati-
cally 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 STI1. There is no evidence that nonmonogamous people
have a higher rate of STIs than monogamous people. Furthermore,

every person 1 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 pre-
viously 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 commit-
ted 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.
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36 OPENING UP

isnt 10 say that all nonmonogamous people have a greater conscious-
ness than others (my interviewees were a self-selected bunch), but by
doing work on themselves, they are better equipped to be in complex
nontraditional relationships.

Society has prescribed certain expectations when it comes to love

and sexual relationships: what a relationship should look like, how each
person should behave (and these behaviors are usually dictated by tradi-
tional gender roles), how long you should see each other before becoming
serious, how often you should spend time together, how you should
express your love and affection for one another. There are rigid ideas
about all these things and more, beginning with the most obvious one:
that a love relationship happens between two (and only two) people
who have sex and an emotional attachment. Within our monogamy-
centered culture, fidelity is defined as sexual and emotional exclusivity
with one person. These values and many others are continually rein-
forced all around us—through traditional wedding ceremonies, men’s
and women’s magazines, talk shows, and mainstream books and movies.
1 challenge you to throw all of that stuff away and begin from scratch.
1t may seem like a daunting project, but until you let go of what you
think you're supposed to believe and how you're supposed to act, you
cannot figure out what encompasses your ideal relationship(s). (See
sidebar for a helpful exercise.)

Communication

Once you've done some self-reflection about where you are coming
from, it’s time to open up the discussion. Ask anyone in an open rela-
tionship what makes it work, and one word comes up the most often:
communication. Obviously, communication is a critical part of any
kind of relationship, but when it comes to nonmonogamous relation-
ships, good communication is one of the most important skills you can
have. Nonmonogamy is not for the faint of heart or lazy: be prepared

WHAT MAKES AN OPEN RELATIONSHIP WORK?
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Creating Authentic Relationships

The questions below deal with issues most people take for
granted and let society define for them. You can start with a
blank canvas and create your own definitions.

* How do you define intimacy and closeness?

e What constitutes a relationship for you?

* Are there different types of relationships you wish you
could have?

» How long should a significant relationship last?

* What is sex? Is it intercourse? s it more specific: penis-
in-vagina or penis-in-ass intercourse? What about manual
stimulation and penetration, oral sex, sex toys, BDSM phy?

* What kinds of things do you consider intimate? Sex,
sexual touch, genital contact, a BDSM scene with no sexual
aspect?

* Must you live near a partner for a relationship to be
important?

* How do you define fidelity?

*  What constitutes loving, affectionate, sexual, and roman-
tic behavior? Where do things like flirting, kissing, love
letters, gift giving, dating, courting, phone calls, emails,
and instant messages fit into your definitions?

* What does commitment mean to you? How do you
define a committed relationship?

*  What are the most important things you need in a rela-
tionship?

* How important is it for you to live with a partner?

* Realistically, how much time and energy do you have to
give 1o a relationship?
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44 OPENING UP

practice Radical Honesty, you must speak everything regardless of how
the person you're speaking to may react.

Some people who practice nonmonogamy believe strongly that
Radical Honesty is a necessary component for a successful relationship.
1 appreciate some of Blanton’s concepts. I believe we do create facades
to please and impress others. 1 believe we must become more honest
with ourselves and others to live authentically. However, 1 don't sub-
scribe to Radical Honesty as a whole, and Blanton himself admits you
have to do it completely or it doesn't work. I believe it is an egotistical
and confrontational style of communication. It isn't fair or useful to
share everything with someone who doesn't want to hear it, is not
ready to hear it, or doesn't have the skills to process the information.

Tantra teachers Mark Michaels and Patricia Johnson, who coach
couples about their relationships, have seen how Radical Honesty can
be hurtful rather than helpful. Johnson says:

Its often just brutal, and it encourages a nonrelational way of
communicating that’ totally self-involved. We've seen people
use it as a club for beating up their partners. They'll say, “I'm
just being honest,” or “I'm just allowing you to know what
my needs are or my huns are.” They’re often completely
oblivious about how that message is being received and have
no willingness to take any responsibility for the damage
they've done, because being “honest” gives them an excuse.’

When [ asked them to name the most fundamental element of
creating and sustaining a positive open relationship, Michaels said,
“Honesty and the ability to communicate kindly.” Nearly everyone lists
honesty and communication as essentials; [ asked him to elaborate on
his conception of kind communication. He said this:

Kindness is very hard. I'm centainly not always kind, but it’s
an ongoing process and an effort; I think that what it shows

WHAT MAKES AN OPEN RELATIONSHIP WORK? 45

is that the relationship matters and that your partner will try
not to hurt you. Part of being in a relationship involves taking
care of the other person. There can be excessive caretaking,
and that can be very damaging, but 1 think that, in large
part, the really unfortunate by-product of the human poten-
tial movement is that it all about getting mine. It’s not about
us; it’ all about me. I've seen enough of that to know how
destructive it can be. If you're in a relationship with some-
one, you're in a sort of orbit. There has to be a kind of
gravitational pull toward each other. If all of your focus is on
yourselves, you're just going to fly off in different directions,
and theres not going to be a relationship. I think a commit-
ment to kindness can be the gravity that keeps you in orbit.®

Folks who practice Radical Honesty may see kindness as sugar-
coating, but I believe it5 a necessary component of compassionate
communication.

Boundaries

Personal boundaries are what we use to define ourselves as separate
from others, express our needs and wants, and set limits within rela-
tionships. When you have healthy boundaries, you recognize that you
are an individual with your own wants, needs, and values. You dont
take on other peoples issues as your own or allow others to dictate
your behavior based on what they want. You don't sacrifice your own
desires and needs 10 please another person. You don attempt to con-
trol someone else or allow yourself to be controlled. Boundaries are
an important element in healthy relationships of all kinds, and open
relationships are no exception.

Boundaries can be physical, sexual, or emotional/psychological.
For example:
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Physical boundary: Don touch me without my permission.
Sexual boundary: Don't pinch my nipples during sex.

* Emotional boundary: Don't project your feelings onto me.

First you must determine what your boundaries are, and then
you must be able to articulate them to your parter(s). Finally, you must
be aware when someone does not respect your boundaries, and speak
up for yourself. If you set a boundary and someone violates it, don't let
it slide; that only sends the message If you don't respect my boundaries,
that’s cool. I won't say anything. It’s okay to disrespect my boundaries.

For some people, emotional/psychological boundaries are the
most complex and difficult to defend. Heres a hypothetical example.
You go out with your friends and come home to your partner giddy
and excited from a fun night. Your partner is angry. “I can't believe you
went out and left me home alone! You're such a bitch! Then you come
home and rub it in my face to make me feel worse!” Without good per-
sonal boundaries, you would apologize for going out and having a good
time and for being bubbly when you walked through the door. You
acknowledge that you're a bad girlfriend.

With good personal boundaries, you would recognize that your
partner is feeling bad. You check yourself: Do I have the right to go out
with my friends? Yes. Did I rub it in his face? No. You refuse to take on
his feelings or to feel guilty about your night out. You recognize that
something is pushing your partners buttons, and that he’s trying to
make you feel bad instead of owning what’s really going on. You tell
him, “I can see that you're angry about me going out with friends
tonight instead of being with you. I respect your feelings, but 1 did not
do anything wrong. | was sharing my excitement with you, not delib-
erately trying to make you feel bad.”

Learning to define good personal boundaries and respecting the
boundaries of others are skills that may not have been modeled for you,
Or your partner, as you grew up. You may have to develop these skills.
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Ultimately, boundaries are about clarity:

being clear about who you are and what What the new model of
you need. If the line between you.and  open-ended marriage seeks
your partner starts to blur, its time to  to promote is risk-taking in
trust; the warmth of loving

without anxiety; the

extension of affection; the
Trust excitement and pleasure of

work on your boundaries.

Trust is a significant component in knowing sensuously a
opening up a relationship to additional variety of other persons;
sexual and emotional partners. When a the enrichment which -
partner agrees to something you ask for personalities can
and honors that agreement, it helps contribute to each other;
build your trust in them. Trust takes the joy of being fully alive
time to establish, but it leads to security. in every encounter.
Many people in long-term relationships
say that trust makes it easier to support
and encourage their partners to explore
with other people. Trust becomes an antidote to jealousy, competitive-

ness, possessiveness, insecurity, and fear. The message is clear: when
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people trust their partners and trust in the strength of their relation-
ships, they experience less anxiety in the presence of someone new.
On the flip side, a lack of trust can lead to insecurity, doubt, and
unhappiness.

Some people have difficulty trusting others because of unresolved
issues from childhood or past relationships. No matter how trustwor-
thy your behavior, someone who has a hard time trusting will still find
it hard to trust you. If you know that trust is difficult for you, working
on it can help you resolve some of the underlying issues and avert
problems in your open relationships. Often a partners paranoia, pos-
sessiveness, or jealousy can stem from a lack of trust. If your partner
has trust issues, be patient, reassuring, and supportive; do not take on
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his insecurity by agreeing to unrealistic expectations or sharing his
paranoia; encourage him to get help working on the issue.

Polyamory educator Anita Wagner believes that pacing yourself
in a relationship can positively affect the trust level:

Trust is based on knowing a person not just in what they say
about themselves, but observing them as well. It takes a
while 1o get to know someone really well. The newer your
relationship, the less substantial the foundation for it, in
terms of really knowing and trusting each other. Now, theres
a case to be made for the opposite: you can learn to trust that
person, see them go out [with someone else], come back,
continue to do right by your relationship, continue to be
invested in it. So trust can be built that way too, but there has
to be a good balance. Pacing yourself early in relationships
helps to keep things stable and helps prevent the big
blowups, the big crash-and-bums.?

Wagner makes an important point: dont rush the process of building
trust. The more deeply you trust someone, the easier it will be to take the
leap of faith with her as you explore possibilities beyond monogamy.

Fidelity and Commitment

One of the values most strongly associated with monogamy and tradi-
tional marriage is fidelity. Every day, in their wedding vows, spouses
promise to be faithful to each other and to forsake all others. Most
folks assume that if you're in a nonmonogamous relationship, you're
being unfaithful by definition. Nonmonogamous people have tossed
out the “forsaking all others” part, but that doesn’t mean they reject the
notion of fidelity.

Although monogamy and fidelity have become intertwined in
cultural definitions, fidelity ultimately means believing strongly in
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your love and in your relationship, and keeping your promises. If the sta-
tistics on cheating are accurate, keeping your promises is something
monogamous people have a tough time doing. Nonmonogamous rela-
tionships are built not on vows of exclusivity but on the agreements
people make and honor; therefore, fidelity is an essential part of non-
monogamy.

There is a false assumption that open relationships are less com-
mitted than monogamous ones. This is because nonmonogamous
people often make commitments in the absence of the legal docu-
ments, state recognition, and financial rewards and benefits that come
with a marital commitment. They often do not have the acknowledg-
ment, support, or acceptance of friends and families. In the absence of
such external.validation, they are bound together by their faith in each
other and by their daily words and deeds.

Of course, self-awareness, communication, healthy boundaries,
trust, fidelity, and commitment aren't the only values that make open
relationships work. People in open relationships also embrace respect,
generosity, freedom, and authenticity. One last quality that cannot go
unmentioned in any discussion of open relationships is compersion, a
concept that may be new to many readers. Compersion is taking joy in
your partner’s pleasure or happiness with another partner. For some,
compersion has an erotic component: they get turned on watching,
imagining, or hearing about their partners sexual experiences. Some
practitioners of polyamory think of compersion as the opposite of jeal-
ousy, or at least the antidote to jealousy. Given the problems (and
drama) ignited by jealousy, you can see how compersion can go a long
way toward creating a foundation for pleasure and generosity in any
relationship. Read more about compersion in Chapter 13.



