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Abstract: This paper interprets links between polyamory and alternative spiritual practices 

(Paganism, NeoTantra, et cetera) through Gayle Rubin’s theory of the Charmed Circle and its Outer 

Limits. Its author pushes beyond existing researcher interpretations about the reasons for shared 

membership across polyamory and alternative religions and argues that combining consensual non-

monogamy with alternative religions, as well as non-conforming gender identities (genderqueer and 

non-binary) and sexual orientations (pansexual, omnisexual, queer, and kinky), is an act of re-

territorializing on the sexual values system map. The author proposes this interpretation as a means 

for understanding why a well-educated, politically liberal population participates in cultural 

appropriation. Because monogamy is associated with Christianity and the West, Tantra, or the idea 

of Tantra, offers an alternative. Paganism is also discussed as an alternative to Christianity. By 

associating with non-Western, non-Christian spiritual traditions, polyamorists re-territorialize. They 

reclaim the outer limits as their new charmed circle.  
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In “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” queer theorist and anthropologist 

Gayle Rubin discusses the politics of proximity and/or of association in a culture’s enforcement of sexual 

normativity (Rubin, 2003).* Everything “normative” (heterosexuality, monogamy, marriage, vanilla sex, et 

cetera) fits within “the charmed circle.” In Rubin’s theory of the charmed circle, anything that is not recognized 

as normative is relegated to “the outer limits.” The practices and orientations within the circle are “charmed” in 

that they are approved of by general society as appropriate and normal—“Good, Normal, Natural, Blessed 

Sexuality.” The outer limits, in contrast, are “Bad, Abnormal, Unnatural, Damned Sexuality” (Rubin, 2003, p. 

153). Megan Goodwin has referred to the charmed circle and outer limits described by Rubin as a caste system 

(Goodwin, 2008, p. 304, 2011, p. 776).  

According to Rubin, the charmed circle assists a society in equally marginalizing all “other” sexualities and 

sexual behaviors (non-monogamy, bisexuality, homosexuality, nonmarital cohabitation, pornography, 

prostitution, et cetera). Rubin explains that the boundaries around the charmed circle are not eternally fixed. 

Rubin notes that the valuation of homosexuality is changing but that “promiscuous homosexuality, 

sadomasochism, fetishism, transsexuality, and cross-generational encounters” remain in the outer limits. Sexual 

behaviors or orientations relegated to the outer limits become even further deviant by association to one other. 

Rubin’s theory of the charmed circle has helped queer studies scholars grapple with the marginalization of 

minoritized sexualities and sexual identities.  

The phrase, “sexual culture,” is a relatively new term to interdisciplinary studies (Seidman et al., 2006, pp. 269–

336; Sisson, 2007). The term is used in two major ways. It is used to refer to a group that shares a sexual 

practice, and it is used to refer to the sexual aspects of any ethnic or cultural group. Examples include gay sexual 

culture, Islamic sexual culture, and college hook-up culture (Glanzer, 2018; Heldman & Wade, 2010; Meghani, 

2010; Peterson-Iyer, 2017; Pham, 2019; Philpot et al., 2018; Shahidian, Hammed, 2014). The term, therefore, 

has flexible applicability. Depending on their relationship to academe, some groups, such as sadomasochists or 

swingers, understand themselves as sexual cultures, whereas other sexual cultures are identified as such by 

researchers only (Veaux, 2014). Cultures defined by celibacy, abstinence, or modesty are included under sexual 
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cultures, such as the 1990s abstinence-only celebrity fad phenomenon (White, 2012). Similarly, Roman Catholic 

priests and Anglican priests (who marry and have families) are two separate religious sexual cultures.  

Some researchers have used the phrase, “religious sexual culture,” to denote cultures wherein religion and 

sexual norms and practices are deeply intertwined (Avishai, 2012; Davies, 1997; Regenerus, 2007). In an essay 

about menstrual purity laws in Orthodox Jewish life, Orit Avishai writes: “the [narrative of religion as sex-

constraining] does not capture the diversity of experiences of those living within religiously conservative 

communities and the myriad ways in which they negotiate with restrictive sexual cultures” (Avishai, 2012, p. 

276). Christian evangelicals are a religious sexual culture, as evidenced in Samuel L. Perry’s work (Perry, 

2019). Application of the term “sexual culture” does not nullify marital and familial norms that influence sexual 

practices in the culture; rather, these are expected and studied within academic research on sexual cultures.  

Across denominational identity, polyamorists (or “polys”) share general values and philosophy. Polys widely 

agree that western culture is defined by “compulsory monogamy” or “mononormativity.” The former term is 

derived from Adrienne Rich’s influential feminist essay, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence.” 

However, the polyamorous concept of compulsory monogamy borrows only select features from Rich’s original 

essay. Rich’s classic feminist work interpreted heterosexuality as compulsory for women in terms of their 

economic survival. The wage gap across industries requires women to partner with men to ensure economic 

security. Rich wrote the essay in 1980. While there have been some shifts for women in the workforce, Rich’s 

argument remains generally on-point. The wage gap is present across socioeconomic classes, and industries that 

are dominated either by women or men are valued according to the gendered wage gap.  

Polys grasped onto Rich’s term, “compulsory heterosexuality,” and simplified it to be about heteronormativity, 

whereas the original essay contributed much more. For polys, compulsory monogamy is the social institution of 

assumed monogamy (Noël, 2006; Nathan Rambukkana, 2016, pp. 112–145; Rothschild, 2018; Schippers, 2016, 

pp. 5–6). Elisabeth Sheff, the leading ethnographer of polyamory, defines compulsory monogamy, “the social 

mandate that everyone, and especially women, must be in a monogamous relationship in order to be considered 

a morally upstanding adult” (E. A. Sheff, 2018). Sheff continues: “As the root of polyphobia, compulsory 

monogamy is embedded in norms, laws and institutions” (E. A. Sheff, 2018). Heteronormativity reflects the 

assumption of heterosexuality. Non-hetero perspectives or experiences are not considered in media defined by 

heteronormativity. Heteronormativity is hegemonic and exclusionary. But, the term does not convey the 

systematic deprivation of resources felt by women under compulsory heterosexuality, as articulated by Rich.  

Polyamory is a movement that establishes itself as a contrast to dominant sexual culture. Polyamorous (“poly”) 

culture is defined by resistance to hegemonic monogamy. Polys, in spite of their reducing Rich’s argument, 

recognize that monogamy is implicit in the dominant heterosexual model. Polys frequently cite Frederick 

Engels’s Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, the primer for feminist socialism (Engels, 1989). 

Engels claims that heterosexual monogamy was invented as a tool for the subordination of women and the 

preservation of male wealth and male control. Unsettling monogamy and introducing multi-partner 

relationships, polys believe, can uproot relationship hegemony and gender inequalities in the broader society. 

Poly relationships, which disestablish the heteropatriarchy that relies on monogamy, are perceived as utopian in 

their own right (of a higher quality of life for those who live them) and as catalysts for the wider society. The 

more relationship pluralism there is, the lesser the hold of the heteropatriarchy (or hetero-mono-patriarchy) on 

all.  

Polyamory and spirituality—the basics 

Definitions of polyamory often specify that polyamory is secular, or at least in itself is not overtly religious (C.f. 

Davidson, 2013). Yet, most studies of polyamory acknowledge identification with alternative spiritualities as 

significant to the research samples. Claims that polyamory is not religious do not take into account the vast 
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range of experiences and phenomena religious studies scholars recognize as “religious.” Many scholars 

including myself are critical of popular binaries drawn between “religion” and “spirituality” (Drescher, 2016, 

pp. 8–10, 29–52; Hollywood, 2010). There is no Abrahamic denomination attached to polyamory. But, as a 

culture, the polyamory movement has aspects of religiosity, religious influence, and religious affiliation(s). 

Communications scholar Nathan Rambukkana points to the secular framing as political and strategic: “Despite 

sustaining strong links with select religious signifiers and practices and having deep affinities with 

neopaganism, polyamory could also be said to have increased its status partially through its largely secular 

framing and often overt rejection of organized religious precepts about unions…such as how it gained its limited 

Canadian legal status due to its specific demarcation as a practice distinct from conventional religious 

polygamy” (Rambukkana, 2016, p. 160). I argue that polyamory can be interpreted as a religious sexual culture, 

on account of the acceptance for and integration of spiritual rhetoric within the movement.  

Most studies of polyamory and CNM have noted high percentages of Pagans in their samples (Aviram, 2012; 

Balzarini et al., 2019; Burleson, 2005; Kolesar & Pardo, 2016; E. Sheff, 2014; Weitzman, 2007). Other 

dominant identifications include Tantra (hereafter referred to as NeoTantra), Spiritual But Not Religious, 

Unitarian Universalism, Buddhism, and Agnostic/Atheist/Not Religious. From their demographic research, 

Balzarini et al. (2019) report that their polyamorous participants “were more likely to choose the option for 

‘other’ religion” than were their monogamous participants—at a ratio of nearly eleven to one—and that open-

ended responses that were coded as “Other” in both groups included “Wiccan” and “pagan” (pp. 688, 686). 

Participants self-identifying as Wiccan/Pagan made up roughly 33% of the entire sample, “pagan” being the 

most frequent write-in response (roughly 28% of entire sample) (Balzarini et al., 2019, p. 686). Broadly, the 

denominations most common among polyamorists are those that are universally considered alternative religions. 

With one of the known sources for the term polyamory being Pagan priestess Morning Glory Zell-Ravenheart, 

the connections between polyamory and alternative spirituality are widely recognized.  

Some of these practitioners are firmly committed to a denominational identity, be it Pagan, NeoTantric, or 

Unitarian Universalist, et cetera, and others identify as spiritual but not religious. The denominationally 

committed practitioners are those who are priests and priestesses in Pagan traditions, long-term practicing 

Witches, NeoTantric teachers, regular NeoTantric workshop participants, and so on. There are also those in 

between firmly denominational and spiritual but not religious. Those in this group dabble in practices they 

associate with one or more religious traditions.  

There is also the very pervasive idea that polyamory in itself has spiritual dimensions (Anapol, 2010, pp. 22–23; 

Easton & Hardy, 2009; Kolesar & Pardo, 2016). Even though polyamory is repeatedly classified as secular, 

practitioners are often upfront about an inherent spiritual nature to the practice of polyamory. The ideals of 

personal growth, compassion for oneself and for others, a philosophy of abundance, and the expansion of one’s 

capacity to love and be loved are invoked throughout polyamorous literature, as principles defining the practice 

and experience of polyamory. The polyamorous concept of compersion provides a positive framing for sharing a 

partner with another and finding satisfaction in their connection together. Furthermore, specific practices, such 

as nonviolent communication and the discipline that is required to work through one’s own jealousy, are cited as 

personal spiritual exercises (Easton & Hardy, 2009, pp. 140–143).  

Sheff writes that some of her respondents “envisioned polyamory as a spiritual path based on practices of 

honesty, self-knowledge, and sacred sex, or a practice that augmented other forms of spirituality such as 

Paganism, Tantra, Taoism, or Quodoshka” (E. Sheff, 2014, p. 24). Sometimes, these principles are linked 

explicitly by practitioners to denominational worldviews. I have listened to polys draw connections between 

polyamorous practices and the karmic value of compassion and sharing; Unitarian Universalist ideals of 

accountability, concern for right relationship, and personal autonomy; the Pagan worldview emphasizing 

interconnectedness of all beings and the sacredness of physical/sexual expression; and the NeoTantric belief in 

spiritual expansion through intimacy (Walston, 2005). One of Sheff’s respondents vocalized the perceived 
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connection: “I’m very interested in all new paradigms of relationship and sex, be they poly, Tantra, Buddhism, 

etc. It seems to me that they share common philosophies of negotiation, trust, honesty and ethics…” (‘Mary,’ 

quoted in E. Sheff, 2014, p. 71). Sheff adds, “For others, polyamory is a belief or worldview based on 

abundance, multiplicity, and freedom” (E. Sheff, 2014, p. 25). While there are atheistic and secular 

polyamorists, these alternative spiritual traditions are highly present in name and in practice during poly-related 

meetups, conferences, and festivals. Festival organizers frequently identify spirituality as a component of their 

events and the topic is represented in their programs (C.f. About Loving More®, 2018; Surrender 2015, 2015; 

Dark Odyssey, 2012, 2019a, 2020b).  

Linking with the charmed circle: polyamory and Rubin’s outer limits 

About the links between alternative religious traditions (Paganism and NeoTantra) and the practice of 

polyamory, other researchers have concluded that people who question an institution as culturally central as 

monogamy are likely the same people who might question traditional religion, and that, additionally, one can 

lead to the other—whether through a social or intellectual journey, or through some combination of these (C.f. 

Berger et al., 2003, p. 28; Kermani, 2013, p. 198n16). In a Psychology Today piece, Sheff detailed several 

explanations for the clearly visible link between Paganism and polyamory. Her points can be summarized as 

follows. Paganism and polyamory are both defined by outside-the-box thinking. Most Pagans “[chose] to find 

something outside of the usual bounds of religious thought,” just as polys chose to approach relationships in 

ways outside societal norms. Polyamory, like Paganism, appeals to people drawn to unconventional lifestyles. 

As both groups encourage tolerance and respect for people who make non-normative choices, there is safe space 

to explore polyamory in the Pagan community. Polytheism (belief in multiple gods) makes room for polyamory 

(multiple love relationships). Participating in Pagan community, which is poly-friendly, widens the potential 

dating pool. Paganism and polyamory have founders in common—Morning Glory and Oberon are specified. 

Kolesar and Pardo conducted a study focused on religious identity among those practicing consensual non-

monogamy. In the resulting article, they report that their “modal survey participant was a college-educated, 

white, bisexual or pansexual woman in her 30s, who…is pagan and resides in the Pacific Time Zone of the 

United States…” (Kolesar & Pardo, 2016, p. 109). They interpret that: “Eclectic belief systems, such as Wicca 

or paganism, may be more conducive to living a nonmonogamous lifestyle in that [the philosophical framework 

of such belief systems] normalizes nonheterosexual interests while advocating the sacredness of sexuality” 

(Kolesar & Pardo, 2016, p. 111). They specify, “A pagan and/or spiritually eclectic philosophical worldview 

may be more supportive of a consensually nonmonogamous lifestyle, polyamorous identity, and multiamorous 

behavior than many other religious denominations” (Kolesar & Pardo, 2016, p. 111). They add that, “The 

spiritual beliefs and philosophical structure that make up the bulk of neo-pagan doctrine allow much room for 

self-expression and individual interpretation of spiritual codes” (Kolesar & Pardo, 2016, p. 110). A subject from 

Christina Richards’ study supported their theories: “I think having an open enough mind to be able to grasp 

‘alternative’ concepts such as non-monogamy, trans, gay, pagan etc. reflects on the many crossover sections of 

our alternative subcultures. In other words, you’ll tend to find more trans, gay, poly, bdsm, pagan etc people 

who cross those lines and are part of more than one of those communities” (quoted in Richards, 2012, p. 123). 

In their article, Kolesar and Pardo imply that CNM practitioners, guided by the same variables as LGBT people 

in other studies, are among those who may “leave the religions in which they were raised with intentions to seek 

out spiritual affiliations that are more supportive of their sexual and/or relational orientations” (Kolesar & 

Pardo, 2016, p. 110). I concur with these researcher conclusions. I propose an additional theoretical dimension 

for understanding the combination of alternative identities, through Rubin’s lens of the charmed circle. 

This paper interprets polys’ system of correspondences that aligns resistance to the hetero-mono-patriarchy 

(which the movement associates with western Christianity) with practices of NeoTantra and Paganism. I rely on 

the two frames—Rubin’s charmed circle and the notion of religious sexual cultures—for interpreting the 

polyamory movement’s relationship to spirituality. Spiritual polyamory is a religious sexual culture per 
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definitions, but I instead choose “religious sexual counter-culture” to convey polys’ identity and their 

intentionally counter-cultural value system.  

At the time of writing my dissertation, I interpreted Tantra and Paganism as alternative spiritualities affiliated 

with polyamory. However, in this paper, I argue that there is more going on than this in polyamorists’ 

identification with NeoTantra and Paganism, spiritual worldviews that invoke the legacy, at least aesthetically, 

of another time and/or another place. This paper proposes a more advanced analysis. I have come to see the 

association of polyamory with alternative spiritualities Tantra and Paganism as a social phenomenon of re-

territorializing. It is the stringing together—the new charmed circle—that I seek to interpret in this paper. In the 

summer of 2020, the NeoTantric leader and reality television star KamalaDevi McClure (they/them) posted to 

their Facebook page: “Would you listen to my podcast called: All Things Poly, Kinky, Queer & Tantric?” 

(McClure, 27 June 2020). KamalaDevi was testing out the viability of a new project, and the inquiry followed 

naturally after KamalaDevi’s other creative works with similar themes. Yet, KamalaDevi’s stringing together of 

poly, kinky, queer, and Tantric was representative of a much broader pattern of religio-sexual identity in the 

polyamory movement that is the focus of this paper. The stringing together is also demonstrated in a quote from 

a participant of W. E. Burleson’s study (Burleson, 2005). The participant introduced himself: “I’m Brian. I’m 

your stereotypical, polyamorous, bisexual, pagan from St. Paul, Minnesota” (quoted in Burleson, 2005, p. 216). 

For some, “Pagan” takes the place of “Tantric”; and still others claim both. Sexual orientations and gender 

orientations are often included, such as bisexual, pansexual, gender-non-conforming, and non-binary. The “outer 

limits” discussed in Rubin have become a new charmed circle for polyamorists. Sexual deviation is being 

reclaimed by sexual activists. In an act of resistance, polys bring together several sexual identities and 

alternative religious identities and practice, creating their own territory (an anti-territory) on the sexual value 

systems map. Spiritual polyamory (especially NeoTantric and Pagan) is a religious sexual culture that defines 

and constructs itself as a new charmed circle.   

Contemporary polyamorists, however, have further radicalized the rejection of sexual norms and the charmed 

circle. Their re-inscription of the new charmed circle can be seen in the new system of correspondences which 

aligns monogamy with Christianity and the west (Coontz, 2005; Engels, 1989; Ruether, 2000), and non-

monogamy with Paganism, the east, and eastern-derived traditions of (Neo)Tantra and Buddhism. Even where 

connections with eastern Tantra are imagined, NeoTantric polyamorists are supporting a set of correspondences 

akin to the charmed circle and outer limits described by Rubin.  

As NeoTantra and Paganism are the most dominant spiritual identities among spiritual polyamorists, it is 

worthwhile to look at their similarities in order to understand the phenomenon. Interpreting polyamorous 

religio-sexual identity as the new charmed circle offers some intellectual explanation for the group’s use of the 

term “Tantra,” a usage which is has justifiably been heavily criticized as cultural appropriation. It has befuddled 

me as to why this group, comprised predominantly of well educated liberals, albeit of the white majority, insist 

on using the term “Tantra,” considering the known racist colonialist implications of cultural appropriation in this 

and other contexts. While it is entirely possible that some individuals are unfamiliar with these issues or know 

but culturally appropriate anyway, I see NeoTantrics’ identification with Tantra as part of a larger pattern of re-

territorializing, within the phenomenological establishment of the new charmed circle. This paper uses “the new 

charmed circle” as a frame for understanding the social and cultural dimensions of polys’ practice of NeoTantra.  

My analysis is in agreement in that NeoTantric polyamorists’ reduction of eastern spiritual traditions is an act of 

cultural appropriation that, even still, reveals aspects of their identity as a minority sexual culture. Polys 

intentionally create counter-culture, and sexual practices, sexual norms, and religious/spiritual identities are all 

part of their counter-cultural constructions. Their religious sexual counter-culture is equivalent to what I am 

calling the new charmed circle. I argue that polys, who are a multiracial but white-dominant group, choose to 

associate themselves with eastern nomenclature as an act of rebellion and of rejection of the status quo. I leave it 
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to other scholars to attach moral determinations of the practice as “right” or “wrong.” My aim is to 

ethnographically interpret polyamorous culture, and I share my observations about polyamorists’ religious 

affiliations as a queer praxis building on Rubin’s frame.  

NeoTantric practitioners, who sometimes label themselves “NeoTantrikas” (Devi & Nichols, 2013, p. 279), 

claim a heritage of East Asian and/or South Asian spiritual beliefs and shamanic practices. Pagans draw 

inspiration from ancient pre-Christian religious traditions. There is a fair amount of imagining involved in each 

of these modern constructions. NeoTantrikas and Pagans run the gamut as far as their recognition of the role of 

imagining in their practices. The distantness of Tantra, as an eastern worldview and set of practices, is key for 

the new charmed circle. For modern Americans, Paganism is the antithesis of Christianity. Early Christian-

influenced texts defined “the pagans” in contrast with Christians. Today, Paganism functions as a rejection of 

normative Christianity. For polys, the new charmed circle is optimized by the combination of non-monogamy 

with NeoTantra and/or Paganism, as well as with non-normative gender/sexual orientations including 

omnisexual/pansexual, genderqueer/nonbinary, and kink/BDSM.  
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