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Summary: The document, “A Bouquet of Lovers,” by Morning Glory Zell, 
defines and describes the structure of many polyamorous relationships today. 
Bouquet is, in some circles, the de facto standard structure for people who are 
first venturing into polyamory. It is so pervasive that, in other circles, although 
the document itself may be unknown, the structures of polyamorous 
relationships nevertheless follow its guidelines. Given its widespread influence, 
it behooves us to carefully analyze the concepts put forth by Bouquet. 
 
Bouquet states that, “The goal of a responsible Open Relationship is to cultivate 
ongoing, long-term, complex relationships which are rooted in deep mutual 
friendships.” By using the terms, “ongoing,” “long-term,” and “complex,” 
Bouquet captures the ideal of polyamory: that we can have simultaneous, 
nontrivial relationships, with or among multiple partners. But the 
primary/secondary structure described by Bouquet can be interpreted in ways 
that actively prevent the realization of that ideal. Even normally reasonable and 
compassionate polyamorists might take a harmful and extreme interpretation of 
Bouquet if they feel that their relationship is threatened. It is important to be 
aware of the possibility for that interpretation, so as to avoid it. 
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Introduction 

The document, “A Bouquet of Lovers,” by Morning Glory Zell, defines and 
describes the structure of many polyamorous relationships today. Bouquet is, in 
some circles, the de facto standard structure for people who are first venturing 
into polyamory. It is so pervasive that, in other circles, although the document 
itself may be unknown, the structures of polyamorous relationships 
nevertheless follow its guidelines. 

Why Analyze “Bouquet?” 

Given its widespread influence, it behooves us to carefully analyze the concepts 
put forth by Bouquet. At the time of its creation, Bouquet filled a need for 
structure in polyamorous relationships, but like many religious documents, it 
has outlived the context in which it was created. Although Bouquet may not 
have been intended to be a religious document, in my experience, it is 
sometimes treated as such today. Specifically, its ideas are sometimes assumed 
to be correct and are defended dogmatically.1 
 
In the context of polyamory today, Bouquet may be relevant in different ways 
than it was originally. It may have been written to address a specific situation, 
but may require revision or clarification if it is to be applied more generally. 
Like every religious document, Bouquet should be carefully studied and 
individually interpreted, not followed blindly. This is especially true in the 
context of polyamory, where established formulae for success are scarce. 

Is This Analysis Justified? 

One might argue that it is unfair of me to expect what was originally a short 
magazine article to stand up to the level of scrutiny that I intend to apply. Most 
likely, Bouquet was intended as a helpful guide, not polyamory canon. But 
Bouquet has grown beyond its humble origins. It is commonly presented as, 
“the way polyamory is done,” not, “a way polyamory is done.” Its concepts, if 
not the document itself, are presented as a formula for success to people who 
are just beginning to explore polyamory—those who are most in need of 
correct guidance and support. Bouquet’s increased importance justifies the level 
of scrutiny that I will apply to it. 
                                                 
1 Anyone else who feels that they have thoroughly analyzed Bouquet should please note the 
“sometimes” in this sentence before taking offense. 
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I am aware that Morning Glory and Oberon have published documents since 
Bouquet that attempt to expand upon the original document’s ideas and to 
address some of the issues that I discuss in this paper, but those documents are 
nowhere near as widespread as Bouquet itself. For example, at the time of this 
writing, the Church of All World’s own web site includes Bouquet, but none of 
the “subsequent” documents that expand upon its ideas. In my preparatory 
research for this paper, I was unable to find such documents in a web search 
(although Bouquet turned up prominently). I only learned of the “subsequent” 
documents after forwarding a copy of this paper to Oberon (whereupon he was 
happy to forward them to me). I choose to examine Bouquet without the benefit 
of the “subsequent” documents because, in my experience, that is how it is 
always presented. 
 
My analysis of Bouquet should not in any way be taken as a commentary on the 
way in which Morning Glory Zell (the author of Bouquet) practices polyamory. 
I know essentially nothing about how she treats her relationship-partners. Like 
the many polyamorists who look to Bouquet for guidance, all I have to go on is 
her words in that document. One might argue that my interpretation of Bouquet 
is, at times, harsh or extreme. This interpretation is not meant to reflect 
Morning Glory’s actual intent or practices. 
 
Although my interpretation of Bouquet in this paper may be considered, at 
times, to be harsh or extreme, all of these observations are based on my six 
years experience practicing polyamory. That I have carried on a polyamorous 
relationship for six years is a testament to the skill and dedication of my 
partners and myself. Nevertheless, the arguments in this paper are far from 
theoretical. 
 
I expect that Bouquet will be familiar to many readers. For reference and 
comparison, it can be found at: http://www.caw.org/articles/bouquet.html or in 
the appendix at the end of this document. If you have not read Bouquet recently 
or at all, I recommend that you do so before going any further. 

The Ideal Of Polyamory 

Bouquet states that, “The goal of a responsible Open Relationship is to cultivate 
ongoing, long-term, complex relationships which are rooted in deep mutual 
friendships.” By using the terms, “ongoing,” “long-term,” and “complex,” 
Bouquet captures the ideal of polyamory: that we can have simultaneous, 
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nontrivial relationships, with or among multiple partners.2 Put another way, 
polyamory allows us to create relationships of any desired intimacy level 
without artificial restrictions that are based solely on the presence of pre-
existing relationships. In polyamory, we are free to create loving relationships 
of whatever level of intimacy, and of whatever structure the participants desire, 
are able to negotiate, and are capable of sustaining. 
 
Bouquet generally provides good advice for achieving the ideal of polyamory, 
especially its admonition about honesty and openness and its requirement that 
all partners fully and willingly embrace the polyamorous lifestyle. At the same 
time, it defines a structure that, under an extreme interpretation, precludes the 
safety and incentives that are required to create deep, complex, loving, non-
monogamous relationships. The very people who Bouquet could help most—
those who are just starting to explore polyamory—often feel vulnerable or even 
threatened. Even experienced polyamorists may feel vulnerable or threatened 
during times of stress in the relationship. This can lead them to take the exact 
extreme interpretation of Bouquet that might sabotage their progress towards 
the ideal of polyamory, limiting the ability of relationships that are based on 
Bouquet to achieve that ideal. 

The Primary/Secondary Model 

Bouquet’s most well-known contribution to the culture and language of Neo-
Pagan polyamory is the primary/secondary model. Bouquet divides 
relationships into two classes, which it calls “primary” and “secondary.” Given 
that these terms are so central to Bouquet’s advice, it is unfortunate that the 
document does not define them explicitly. As a result, readers have often 
defined the terms in ways that are heavily influenced by their nervousness 
about opening up to a polyamorous relationship or their insecurity about 
relationships in general. Tainted by fear, the resulting definitions are 
inconsistent with ideally healthy and successful polyamorous relationships. In 
addition, the definitions will probably be inconsistent between individuals, each 
of whom has interpreted Bouquet through the filter of his or her own 
experiences. This hampers communication about polyamory, as people use the 
same terms, but may mean vastly different things. 

                                                 
2 I refer to long-term and complex relationships as the ideal of polyamory, but I certainly don’t 
mean to devalue simpler, shorter-term, or more casual relationships in the process. The beauty 
of polyamory is that we are free to create relationships of the depth and length that is most 
satisfying to all participants. 
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Defining “Primary” and “Secondary” 

What implications could a reasonable person draw about the definition of 
“primary” and “secondary” from Bouquet? First, the primary relationship is 
always referred to in the singular. In addition, Bouquet refers once to, “both 
primaries,” but never to more than two primaries. It is reasonable to conclude 
that Bouquet is based on the assumption of a single primary relationship 
between two people.3 I refer to this assumption as the “highlander postulate.”4 
The highlander postulate means that, in the primary/secondary model, “there 
can be only one” primary relationship. This is consistent with the definition of 
the word “primary”: “of first rank or importance or value” (Merriam-Webster 
online dictionary). There can only be one “first” of anything. Secondary 
relationships, on the other hand, are often pluralized in Bouquet. The structure 
of a primary/secondary relationship as described in Bouquet can be visualized 
as a primary pair with one or more secondary relationships branching off of 
each primary. 
 
Although this is one way of structuring a polyamorous relationship, it’s 
important to acknowledge that it’s not the only way. Some polyamorists prefer 
a more egalitarian group marriage structure, for example. In this structure, three 
or more participants have roughly equal priority in the relationship. Each is 
married to all of the others, as opposed to the primary/secondary model, in 
which the primaries are essentially married to each other, but not to the 
secondaries. 
 
The guidelines given in Bouquet fail when applied to any structure other than 
primary/secondary. The semantics alone become unwieldy if they are applied to 
the group-marriage example. Are the participants in a group marriage all 
primary to each other? That would be contradictory to the definition of the 
word. 

                                                 
3 Although “Bouquet” does make one reference to a “triad” marriage, there are far more 
indications that the “primary” relationship is singular and consists of two people. 
4 Just in case you missed it, this is a reference to the “Highlander” movies and TV show, in 
which a race of immortals must hunt down and kill each other (via beheading—the only way to 
kill an immortal), each one absorbing the mystic energy of his or her victims, until only one is 
left, who becomes the ultimate immortal and rules the world. The tagline of the series is, 
“There can be only one!” For me, this conjures up hilarious images of a score of secondaries 
trying to hunt down and take the head of whomever is currently the primary so that they can 
take the primary’s place in the relationship. Although, in reality, killing is hardly ever involved, 
this is not totally inconsistent with how some people implement the primary/secondary 
structure. 
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Re-Defining “Primary” and “Secondary” 

When faced with this conflict, polyamorists sometimes attempt to redefine 
“primary” and “secondary” to make the Bouquet model fit with what they’re 
actually doing. For example, I know a person who redefines “primary” as, 
roughly, “spouse” and “secondary” as, roughly, “dating.” This stems from his 
disagreement with Bouquet’s assumption of a single primary pair (he is 
currently adding a third member to the marriage between himself and his wife, 
and refers to both himself and the other man as primaries). 
 
While redefinition can alleviate the strain of trying to apply primary/secondary 
to relationships that don’t match its conditions, I believe that it would be better 
to create one’s own structure instead of trying to squeeze one’s relationships 
into a structure that doesn’t fit them. Given that terms such as “spouse,” and, 
“dating,” are already well defined, and, despite their monogamous origins, 
closely match the types of relationships that polyamorists form, what is the 
benefit of using Bouquet’s terms instead? 

Why “Primary” and “Secondary” 

The language of Bouquet supports the proposition that the primary relationship 
is intended to be roughly equal to marriage, and that the secondary 
relationship(s) are considered to be roughly equal to dating, with the important 
caveat that Bouquet’s language implicitly allows for one primary relationship, 
containing two participants, whereas marriage can include more than two 
participants.5 What is the significance of the use of the terms “primary” and 
“secondary” instead of more universally-defined terms like “spouse” and 
“dating?” 
 
Outside of the context of Bouquet, the purpose of the terms, “primary” and 
“secondary” is to order things. The primary comes first, the secondary comes 
next; the primary is highest in terms of value or importance, the secondary is 
below the primary. By adopting these terms to describe the two categories of 
relationship, Bouquet makes the ranking of the relationship its major defining 
characteristic. Compare that to terms such as “spouse,” “fiancée,” “dating,” and 
so on, which primarily convey information about the intimacy and commitment 
level of the relationship. Certainly, one could infer some ranking from these 
terms (a spouse would probably be assumed to be a more committed and 

                                                 
5 Not legally, obviously, but the concept of “group marriage” has been around for a long time. 
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intimate relationship than a date), but ranking is not their primary purpose, 
while it is the primary purpose of the words “primary” and “secondary.”  
 
Words carry levels of meaning that go deeper than their dictionary definitions. 
We can learn about an author’s intentional or unintentional biases by examining 
the choice of terms that he or she uses. The use of the terms “primary” and 
“secondary” could be interpreted to mean that, from the perspective of Bouquet, 
the most important characteristic of a relationship is whether or not that 
relationship comes before any other relationships that might exist. These terms 
reinforce the dominance of the primary relationship over the secondary ones. 
Secondaries are constantly reminded, each time they are referred to as such, 
that they are less important than the primary relationship. Mutual respect is one 
of the foundations of a healthy relationship, but it’s impossible to feel respected 
when you are constantly being reminded that you’re a second-class citizen. In 
this way, the language of the primary/secondary model is contradictory to 
forming the healthy, long-term, complex relationships that are the ideal of 
polyamory. 

Transitory and Diminutive Secondaries 

As the previous section explored, one effect of the terms “primary” and 
“secondary” is to dissuade the secondaries from getting any aspirations of ever 
being as important in the relationship as the primaries are to each other. This is 
not an unintended side-effect. Rather, Bouquet contains many passages and 
terms that reinforce the superiority of the primary relationship and the generally 
transitive and diminutive nature of the secondary relationship. Secondary 
partners are called, “satellite relationships,” and, “sweeties.” “Sweetie” is a 
diminutive adjective, and “satellite” suggests a large amount of distance. 
 
Not only is this potentially insulting to the secondary (unless he or she is okay 
with just perpetually being a “sweetie” and a “satellite”), but it doesn’t reflect 
the realistic growth and natural progression that a relationship experiences. 
Instead, the primary/secondary model creates a binary dichotomy in which a 
relationship is either totally superior or ultimately disposable. Even if they start 
out as “sweeties,” people usually don’t stay that way forever. A polyamorous 
philosophy should support and encourage this progress, but Bouquet contains 
no provisions for upgrading a secondary to primary status, possibly because the 
idea of multiple primaries is antithetical to its model of a single primary 
relationship, consisting of two partners. 
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Moving beyond the semantic, Bouquet explicitly places absolute priority on 
protecting the primary relationship against harm from the secondary 
relationships, but has few contingencies to protect the secondary relationships 
against harm from the primary. An extreme interpretation of Bouquet could 
lead one to believe that secondary relationships are completely disposable, as 
evidenced by the following quotes, which I refer to as “veto clauses”: 
 

“Never put energy into any Secondary relationships when 
there is an active conflict within the Primary. This has to be 
bedrock or the Primary will eventually fold. … [T]his rule…should 
be followed with scrupulous integrity.” 
 
“If a Secondary becomes destructive to the Primary partnership, 
one of the Primary partners can ask the other to terminate the 
threatening Secondary relationship.” 
 
“It is a good idea for Primary partners to have an agreed upon set 
of signals or a formally stated phrase to politely request their 
Primary to postpone or cancel the secondary assignation so that 
the energy can be put into the Primary relationship for fence 
mending or bonding.” 
 

Although Bouquet later goes on to point out that the two primaries should not 
abuse the power granted by the veto clauses, the focus of that admonition is 
entirely on protecting the primary relationship, and not at all on protecting the 
feelings of the secondary partner and the health of the secondary relationship. 
In other words, Bouquet seems to say, “Don’t abuse the veto clauses because if 
you do, it’ll piss off your primary partner,” not, “Don’t abuse the veto clauses 
because if you do, it’ll piss off your primary partner and harm the secondary 
relationship.” Any polyamorous relationship that is built on the primary/
secondary model contains this potential for abuse: the secondary relationship is 
respected only until one of the primaries decides to hold up Bouquet and say, 
“This is how the book says we do it. Stop seeing your other lovers right now 
because I feel that we need to work on us.” 
 
Consider the case where a husband and wife have been married for ten years 
and the husband has had a secondary relationship with another woman for nine 
months. Nine months is sufficient time for a level of commitment and intimacy 
to develop, and at this point, the secondary woman is almost certainly more 
than just a “date” to the “primary” man. Clearly, he does not consider her to be 
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disposable, but this is just how the primary/secondary model’s veto clauses 
would treat her. This is acceptable to Bouquet, since it views secondaries as 
generally diminutive and transitory; it is unacceptable to those who want to 
take advantage of the infinite spectrum of commitment and intimacy of which 
humans are capable. 
 
It is impossible to achieve the ideal of polyamory—especially the long-term 
quality—in a model that forces all relationships except the primary to be 
ultimately disposable. Of course, all relationships can be ended (anybody who’s 
been dumped against their will can testify to this), but Bouquet systematically 
subjugates and devalues secondary relationships in its attempt to protect the 
primary. Any person who views their partners as more than a “sweetie” and a 
“satellite” should consider carefully whether the primary/secondary model is 
appropriate for them. 

Assumptions and Omissions In “Bouquet” 

A close analysis of Bouquet reveals possible assumptions about relationships 
that may not hold in every case. In addition, the primary/secondary model 
overlooks several important aspects that can be present in polyamorous 
relationships. 

Secondaries As Threats 

Bouquet seems to treat the secondary relationship(s) mostly as a threat to the 
primary relationship. It contains a great deal of advice about how primaries can 
avoid letting secondaries mess up the good thing that they’ve already got. It’s 
true that the extra stress of polyamory sometimes results in damage to a 
previously-monogamous relationship. In general, polyamorous relationships are 
more difficult to negotiate than monogamous ones, if only because they contain 
more people. But Bouquet seems to be too focused on the potential harm that 
secondaries can cause and overlooks their potential to help support and 
maintain both the primary and secondary relationships. 
 
In pursuit of the goal of protecting the primaries against the secondaries, 
Bouquet defines what I call the veto clauses (quoted above). These clauses, if 
interpreted literally, give either primary essentially complete veto power over 
the other primary’s ability to contribute to and sustain a given secondary 
relationship. It’s true that every relationship can be ended at any time, by any of 
its participants. The mitigating factor is usually that the participants in the 
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relationship won’t throw away their investment in the relationship by ending it 
on a whim. The veto clauses are flawed in that they give complete power to end 
the secondary relationship to a primary who has minimal investment in the 
secondary relationship. This is a dramatic and unjust imbalance. A rational 
secondary might respond by reducing his or her investment in the polyamorous 
relationship, preventing the formation of the long-term, complex relationships 
that are the ideal of polyamory. 6 
 
For all its advice about protecting and strengthening the primary relationship, 
Bouquet does not address the possibility that the secondary relationship can be 
helpful and supportive of the primary relationship. This is a significant 
omission, since an expanded social support structure can be one of the biggest 
advantages of polyamory. Instead of acknowledging that the secondary can 
play a role in maintaining the primary relationship, Bouquet is filled with 
language and provisions designed to isolate the primary relationship from the 
secondary under the guise of protection. As long as a primary/secondary 
dichotomy exists, the secondary cannot be an fully active participant in a 
mutual, multi-way relationship. He or she can only be a “satellite,” or a 
“sweetie.” Ideal polyamory is not limited in this way. Both primaries and 
secondaries are worse off for the limitations imposed by that model. 

Shutting Out Secondaries 

Instead of making the secondary an active participant in the maintenance and 
support of the primary relationship, Bouquet seems to operate on the 
assumption that, when there is trouble in the primary relationship, both 
primaries need to close off from their secondary relationships and focus on 
each other for “fence mending or bonding.” Of course, sometimes the partners 
in a relationship need isolate themselves in order to focus on their relationship, 
but it’s significant that Bouquet presents this as a required condition of 
addressing problems between the primaries. It states, “Never put energy into 
any Secondary relationships when there is an active conflict within the 
Primary.”7 
 
                                                 
6 My analysis is based on the assumption that the “secondary” relationship exists between one 
“primary” and the “secondary” partner. If a relationship exists between both “primaries” and 
the “secondary” (more of a triangle structure), then both “primaries” have investment in and 
incentive to maintain the “secondary” relationship. Realistically, both of these situations occur. 
The first is more harmful than the second. 
7 Underlining added for emphasis. 
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When a relationship between lovers—polyamorous or monogamous—has 
problems, no one expects them to stop seeing their friends, their business 
associates, or their family members in order to participate in “fence mending or 
bonding” with each other. In fact, it’s normal for people to take advantage of 
their social support structure in times of strife. She cries on her best friend’s 
shoulder; his best friend takes him out for a beer. (Or maybe he cries and she 
drinks… let’s not be sexist.) They talk it over, get an outside perspective, blow 
off some steam, cool down a little, get some perspective, get some advice, and 
so on, and the relationship is better off for it. Why, then, is an active, loving 
participant in a polyamorous relationship different from a friend, a sister, a 
brother, or a mother, in that the secondary must be excluded when the primary 
relationship has problems? There is an obvious conflict between that precept 
and the goal of Bouquet, and polyamory in general: to create multiple, 
simultaneous, loving relationships. 

Reward-Without-Risk 

The veto clauses have led some to interpret Bouquet’s version of polyamory as 
essentially, “monogamy with benefits.” Both primary partners are allowed to 
behave as if they were polyamorous, unless the primary relationship is 
threatened, in which case the relationship becomes functionally monogamous 
again until the threat passes or is resolved. It’s almost as if Bouquet is trying to 
give polyamorists their cake and let them eat it too. It wants to give them the 
benefits of polyamory without any risk to their pre-existing relationship. I refer 
to this idea as “reward-without-risk.”8 A truly polyamorous relationship cannot 
be based on a core of monogamy. The primary/secondary structure fails to 
achieve the ideal of polyamory, since it ultimately keeps the secondaries on the 
outside. 

An Inherent Ultimatum 

The highlander postulate creates a situation in which the growth of the 
relationship between a primary and a secondary inherently represents a threat to 
the other primary. Since the highlander postulate requires that exactly one 
primary relationship be superior, and all others (secondaries) are ultimately 
disposable, if a secondary relationship becomes more important than the 
primary relationship, the only option is for the primary relationship to be 
                                                 
8 It should be understood that, in the context of this paper, this term refers specifically to 
“Bouquet’s” perceived attempt to create a structure in which polyamorists can reap some of the 
rewards of polyamory without the corresponding risk to their pre-existing relationship. 
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demoted to secondary, potentially completely negating any investment that the 
partners might have in that relationship. Primary/secondary contains an 
inherent ultimatum: if a secondary becomes too important, the primary must 
choose between either denying the natural growth of the secondary relationship 
or potentially dishonoring the covenant of the pre-existing primary relationship. 
 
In the primary/secondary structure, primaries are motivated to keep secondaries 
from becoming even close to as important as the primaries themselves (which 
is consistent with the “diminutive and transient secondaries” conclusion). Since 
primary/secondary only grants security to the primaries, the only way primaries 
can maintain security is by keeping secondaries down!9 This is contrary to the 
long-term, complex, intimate relationships that are the ideal of polyamory. 
Additionally, it does not reflect the real ways in which people are capable of 
expressing their emotion. Parents don’t feel the need to pick one “primary” 
child and treat all their other children as “secondary.” (“Jimmy, I can’t take you 
to soccer practice today because I’m having an active conflict with Tommy, 
and Tommy is primary.”) We are obviously capable of carrying on multiple 
loving relationships with many people at the same time. Polyamorous 
relationships should reflect this ideal, and should receive the maximum level of 
commitment and intimacy that is desirable to, negotiated by, and sustainable by 
all partners. 

Protecting the Primary Relationship 

The veto clauses spring from an admirable goal: to protect the primary 
partners’ existing investment in their relationship while allowing them to safely 
invest in new relationships. It is critical to honor the covenants of existing 
relationships when building new ones, but the protection offered by the veto 
clauses is false. Safety in a relationship comes from the honor, integrity, and 
commitment of the people in the relationship. It comes from a mutual faith that 
the other partner(s) will act in the best interests of one’s self and the 
relationship. Terms of the relationship are continually negotiated, either 

                                                 
9 This arrangement makes me think of the television show, “Survivor.” “Survivor” is a reality 
TV show in which contestants are flown to a remote location and forced into subsistence living. 
Each week, one contestant (the contestant who helped the least, pissed everybody off, looks 
like he or she has a good shot of winning, etc…) is voted “off the island” and has to go home. 
Later seasons of “Survivor” introduced the idea of immunity—that by winning a certain contest 
each week, one contestant could be immune from being voted off the island that week. In 
primary/secondary, the primary has perpetual immunity and secondaries are always at risk of 
being voted off the island (out of the relationship). To make matters worse, it only takes one 
vote (that of the “other” primary) to kick the secondary out! 
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explicitly or implicitly, and each party trusts the other to respect those terms. 
That is the covenant of the relationship.  
 
Bouquet’s veto clauses seem to be based on the fear that one partner will break 
that covenant. But if a partner lacks the honor, integrity, and commitment to 
respect the covenant of the relationship, into which they have invested time and 
energy, then why would they bother to respect the covenant of Bouquet, an 
external structure in which they may have little or no investment. On the other 
hand, if the partners have honor, integrity, and commitment to sustaining the 
relationship, then veto clauses are unnecessary. Honor, integrity, and 
commitment will cause them to voluntarily take steps to maintain the covenant, 
whatever those steps might be. 

Resolving Conflicts Through Exclusion 

Another failing of the veto clauses is that they provide only one means for 
resolving conflicts within the primary relationship or between the primaries and 
a secondary—specifically, elimination of the secondary.10 Consider the case 
where a husband and wife have been married for ten years and the wife has had 
a secondary relationship with another man for nine months. If the husband and 
wife begin to fight all the time (an active conflict within the primary 
relationship), Bouquet requires that they “never put energy into any secondary 
relationship.” Obviously, this is overly simplistic and unrealistic. It’s said that, 
“when all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.” When all you 
have is Bouquet, every problem ultimately results in the elimination of 
secondary relationships, which is inconsistent with the ideals of polyamory.  
 
There are far better approaches to solving problems in polyamorous 
relationships—solutions that honor the value of all partners’ investment in the 
relationship—but these solutions are harder to describe and more difficult to 
implement than Bouquet’s. Nevertheless, if a polyamorous relationship is to 
achieve its ideal state, its participants must take up the challenge of finding 
these solutions and implementing them. The goal should not be protecting the 
primary at all costs (reward-without-risk). Rather, the potential rewards of a 
healthy polyamorous relationship should be enough for the members of the pre-

                                                 
10 Bouquet acknowledges that should not be considered the sole source for information on 
polyamorous relationships, but its prominence accentuates the import given to its ideas to the 
point that they sometimes outshine other possibilities. Hence, “eliminate the secondary” is 
sometimes seen as the first or only option, especially by a primary who feels threatened by his 
or her spouse’s secondary relationship. 
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existing relationship to mutually accept the risk of opening it up to polyamory. 
Anyone who is not willing to accept that risk is not suited for polyamory. 

Risk-Without-Reward 

The mutual risk of polyamory is an important concept that I think deserves 
some elaboration. In a monogamous relationship, one partner is often asked to 
give something up so that the other partner can benefit. The sacrifice is usually 
not completely selfless, nor should it be. For example, consider the case where 
a husband takes a second job so that his wife can go back to college. On a 
practical level, he may expect to benefit from her increased salary once she 
graduates. But even if he doesn’t have any expectation of practical benefit 
(maybe she’s studying a subject that doesn’t pay well, simply for her own 
enjoyment), he probably expects that his wife will appreciate his sacrifice, 
resulting in an increase in the strength of their relationship. That reward alone 
may be enough, to him, to offset the cost of his sacrifice. 
 
In a polyamorous relationship, however, it is more likely to occur that a partner 
is asked to make a sacrifice or accept a risk to a pre-existing relationship 
without an expectation of commensurate practical reward. One partner forming 
a new relationship will probably require that the other partner make some 
accommodations, if only in terms of scheduling; a new relationship represents 
some degree of risk to a pre-existing relationship, since it might upset the 
previously-stable structure that the partners had negotiated or bring to a boil 
any problems in the relationship that had been simmering below the surface. In 
this case, both partners equally share the risk to the pre-existing relationship 
that the new relationship might cause, but the partner who is forming the new 
relationship stands to reap the majority of the benefit.  I refer to this concept—
that a polyamorous person will probably be asked to make concessions or 
accept risks that their partner takes with little or no expectation of practical 
reward—as “risk-without-reward” (as opposed to primary/secondary’s 
“reward-without-risk”). 
  
In the situation described above, someone who had not fully embraced the 
polyamorous lifestyle might be tempted to think, “What am I getting out of 
your new lover? Hell no, you can’t fall in love with that woman! I am your 
primary and she had better not try to take my place.” This line of reasoning, this 
aversion to risk-without-reward, seems to underlie the primary/secondary 
model. And from the primary/secondary perspective, it makes complete sense! 
Only the primary’s security is ensured; secondaries are ultimately disposable; 
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there can be only one primary: therefore, primaries must live in fear that 
another person will take their place and steal all of the security that they have 
worked for. Ideal polyamory requires that the participants embrace risk-
without-reward. Specifically, it requires that the participants be willing to allow 
one partner to expose the relationship to risks without the other partner having 
any real expectation of practical reward. That’s not to say that there is never 
any practical reward, but that the other partner must acknowledge that 
possibility and accept the risk anyway. 
 
In fact, “risk-without-reward” is inaccurate. Realistically, the one partner does 
gain some reward by allowing the “other” partner to take risks with the 
relationship. Robert Heinlein defined love as, “[T]hat condition in which the 
happiness of another person is essential to your own.” Using this definition, 
inasmuch as the partners in a polyamorous relationship love each other, they 
will be rewarded by increased happiness when their partner’s happiness is 
increased by another relationship. To use the example above, the wife’s reward 
will be that she is happy to see her husband made happier by his new 
relationship. Ideally, her acceptance of the new relationship’s risk, and any 
sacrifices that she makes to accommodate it, will also result in a strengthening 
of her relationship with her husband. 

A Real-World Example 

Twice in my life, I have been in the position described above: where I wanted 
to add a new partner alongside an existing relationship. In the first case, I had 
become deeply infatuated with Susan,∗ at the same time as I had a long-
standing relationship with Mary, who was married to another man. At that time, 
Mary and I defined our relationship according to the primary/secondary 
structure. I was a secondary to Mary, who was a primary with her husband. As 
I had no other long-term relationships, I considered Mary to be my primary, 
although I did not consider myself to be hers. Interestingly, although Mary gave 
me levels of commitment and intimacy that were in some ways 
indistinguishable from those that she gave to her husband, the highlander 
postulate prevented me from seeing myself as anything more than a secondary. 
 

                                                 
∗ All names in this document are changed to protect the privacy of the individuals. Unless you 
know me, in which case you probably know all of this stuff already. � On the other hand, If 
you do know me, don’t assume you know who these people are—you might be wrong! 
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Based on the highlander postulate, I decided that, since Mary already had a 
primary (her husband), she could never be considered to be my primary unless I 
replaced him as her primary—something which neither she nor I desired. 
Bouquet’s “disposable secondary” language led me to further conclude that the 
only way I could have security in a relationship would be to find a relationship 
in which I could be considered to be a primary. I knew that, like anyone, I 
deserved security in a relationship, and so decided that it was acceptable to 
demote Mary from my primary to my secondary and put Susan in her place. 
Since Susan could requite the primary status that I gave to her and Mary 
couldn’t, I gave Susan higher priority. Since I couldn’t have two primaries 
(highlander postulate again), Mary had to be demoted. I justified this by 
concluding that, as long as I couldn’t be Mary’s primary, why should she have 
any expectation of being mine? 
 
Of course, this was completely unjustified and not in keeping with the actual 
level of respect and commitment that Mary and I had. It resulted in enormous 
problems between us. Frankly, I owed her much more respect than my 
infatuation-crazed interpretation of the primary/secondary structure motivated 
me to give her. Thanks largely to our love and our mutual commitment to our 
relationship, we managed to survive my blunder. 
 
By the second time this situation occurred, I had come to reject the primary/
secondary model, for the reasons that I describe in this paper. My long-time 
friendship with Michelle blossomed into love and I realized that there was the 
potential for it to grow to the point where it might impinge upon my 
relationship with Mary. Freed of the inherent ultimatum imposed by the 
highlander postulate (either you are my primary and I am yours or you are my 
secondary and someone else comes before you), I was able to approach Mary 
from a position of respect for our relationship and compassion for her feelings. 
I explained that I wanted to pursue my relationship with Michelle, but I realized 
that doing so would affect the amount of time and energy was I was able to 
give to her and would potentially put our relationship at risk. Even so, I felt that 
the happiness and fulfillment that I would derive from my relationship with 
Michelle was worth that risk, and I asked her to join me in taking that risk, even 
though she stood to gain very little from it, except the joy of seeing me more 
fulfilled. This shift in my attitude was instrumental. Reassured that I was acting 
out of respect for our relationship, and that there was no need for her to be 
demoted in order for Michelle’s relationship to grow, Mary’s sense of security 
was not threatened, and she was able to respond out of compassionate desire for 
my ultimate happiness and fulfillment. The result, at least so far, has actually 
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been a strengthening of my relationship with Mary and an increase in my 
dedication to our relationship. I anticipate that this will continue into the long-
term. 
 
Frankly, there are many similarities between my relationship with Susan and 
my relationship with Michelle. In both cases, I saw the potential for much more 
than a casual relationship—a relationship that could approach levels of 
intimacy and commitment equal to those that I have with Mary. When, with 
Susan, I approached this from the primary/secondary mindset, Mary felt 
threatened. By my demoting her to secondary, I made her ultimately disposable, 
which she rightly rejected. When, with Michelle, I approached it from a 
position of respect for our existing relationship, and without the inherent 
ultimatum that primary/secondary imposes, she was able to respond from a 
position of security and compassionate desire for my ultimate happiness and 
fulfillment. 

The Illusion Of Safety 

In the movie, “Fight Club,” the character Tyler Durden talks about the “illusion 
of safety.” 
 

TYLER 
“If you are seated in an emergency exit row, and you 
feel you would be unable or unwilling to perform 
duties listed on safety card, please ask a flight 
attendant to reseat you.” 
 

Jack turns to see Tyler. Tyler is reading a safety INSTRUCTION 
CARD. 

  
JACK 

It's a lot of responsibility. 
 

TYLER 
Wanna switch seats?  
 

JACK 
No, I'm not sure I'm the man for that particular job.  
 

TYLER 
An exit-door procedure at 30,000 feet. Mm-hmm. 
The illusion of safety.  
 

JACK 
Yeah, I guess so. 
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TYLER 
You know why they put oxygen masks on planes?  
 

JACK 
So you can breathe.  
 

TYLER 
Oxygen, gets you high. In a catastrophic emergency, 
we're taking giant, panicked breaths. Suddenly you 
become euphoric, docile, you accept your fate. 
 

Tyler points to passive faces on the drawn figures on the 
INSTRUCTION CARD. 
 

TYLER 
Emergency water landing, 600 miles per hour. Blank 
faces - calm as Hindu cows. 

 
My interpretation of this idea is that people are comforted by things that make 
them feel safe, especially when the situation that they are in is fundamentally 
unsafe, regardless of the actual effectiveness of the purported safety measures. 
In a water landing, (the flight attendant euphemism for crashing into a body of 
water) the airplane will likely hit the water at hundreds of miles per hour. The 
water will hit the plane just as hard as concrete or dirt would, probably 
disintegrating it. Yet the picture on the safety card shows an intact plane 
blithely floating in a calm sea while passengers step out onto the wing and 
release the rafts. It’s as if the plane decided to go out for a swim! “No thanks,” 
said the passengers, “we’ll get off here!” 
 
I acknowledge that exit-door procedures and safety cards have some practical 
benefit. For example, in a case where a fire occurred in the cabin while the 
plane was still taxiing to the runway, the plane was stopped, and exit doors and 
inflatable ramps were used to evacuate the passengers. But these safety 
measures provide far more comfort to most passengers than they rationally 
should—the illusion of safety. Just as the flight safety card provides the illusion 
of safety for airline passengers, Bouquet provides the illusion of safety for 
polyamorists. The primary/secondary model is rooted in large part in the fear 
that, by opening a pre-existing, apparently-stable relationship to polyamory, 
that relationship will be damaged. This is a valid fear. 

A Rational Response To Fear 

One rational response to fear is to take steps to minimize the probability of the 
feared event occurring. Bouquet attempts to do this through the veto clauses, 
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but I submit that a partner who can choose to dishonor his or her commitment 
to a pre-existing relationship will also be likely to dishonor his or her 
commitment to the veto clauses. Specifically, he or she may agree to the veto 
clauses but then fail to abide by them if and when they are invoked. After all, 
commitment to one’s partner and personal honor are the qualities that would 
motivate one to abide by the veto clauses of Bouquet. If these qualities are 
present, they alone should motivate one to sustain the primary relationship, and 
the veto clauses are unnecessary. If they are absent, then the veto clauses have 
no power anyway: the illusion of safety. 
 
Some have acknowledged that point, but have argued that the comfort and 
security that the veto clauses provide are beneficial, even if they are false. I 
disagree with this argument. The false comfort and security that are provided 
by the veto clauses may prevent the primary from seeking measures that can 
provide real comfort and security. With the primary/secondary model providing 
the illusion of safety, one may be less motivated to do the work of taking steps 
that would legitimately strengthen the relationship and make it more resistant to 
disruption: strengthening one’s self-esteem, bonding with one’s partner, 
communicating openly and honestly, and so forth. In addition, the 
primary/secondary structure can be interpreted in ways that are actively 
harmful to secondaries and are incompatible with the ideals of polyamory. 
Given that, any false comfort that it offers to primaries is unjustified. 
 
I hold up my experience with Mary and Susan in support of the idea that the 
safety offered by the veto clauses is false. That situation was exactly the kind of 
situation against which the veto clauses are designed to protect, but they were 
no match for my infatuation with Susan! When Mary asked me to stop seeing 
Susan, I was so infatuated with her and filled with self-righteousness (born 
from my belief that I was entitled to a primary) that I didn’t follow through. 
Although I obeyed the letter of the veto clauses by ceasing to be lovers with 
Susan, I continued to try to promote her over Mary, hurting my relationship 
with Mary further. Fortunately, I was eventually able to see the depth of the 
hurt that I was causing to Mary. Immediately, the health of that relationship 
took precedence over my desire to have a relationship with Susan. In the end, it 
was my love for Mary and my commitment to our relationship, and not the veto 
clauses, that made me see the error of my ways. Without that love and 
commitment, the veto clauses were powerless. 
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“Bouquet’s” Bias 

Given the potential flaws in the primary/secondary model, it is surprising to me 
that it is not more widely criticized. While I have found many polyamorists 
who follow and espouse Bouquet, I have found almost none who have 
recognized the potential flaws that I have described in this document. I believe 
that this is because Bouquet contains an inherent bias towards the primary 
relationship, as I have described in this paper. In my experience, most 
polyamorists have a primary relationship, which means that Bouquet is biased 
in their favor and minimizes their incentive to find fault with it. When they 
participate in polyamorous relationships, they act as secondaries, but they 
always have a primary to go home to. 
 
 Bouquet’s flaws become more obvious when it is considered from the 
perspective of a person who acts exclusively in the role of a secondary—who 
does not benefit from Bouquet’s bias. Although Bouquet recognizes the 
necessity of security to the formation of a long-term, complex relationship, its 
provisions grant that security only to the primary relationship. The secondary 
must accept that his or her relationship can be terminated at any time, 
potentially because of problems within the primary relationship—events over 
which he or she has absolutely no control. This is completely unfair to the 
secondary and removes any incentive that a self-respecting person would have 
to invest more than trivially in the relationship. 

In Closing 

I would never say that all primaries are harming their secondaries, or that no 
secondary can have self-respect. I feel that a literal and extreme interpretation 
of Bouquet prohibits healthy polyamorous relationships, but I have never met 
anybody who takes that interpretation one hundred percent of the time. Among 
those who choose the primary/secondary model, all that I have met respect their 
secondaries’ investment in the relationship. I have almost never seen nor heard 
of the veto clauses actually being invoked. The failure of Bouquet is that it 
contains the potential for a catastrophic misinterpretation. While a reasonable 
person probably would not enforce an extreme interpretation of Bouquet, when 
a person feels that a long-standing relationship is threatened, reason can fail, 
and the catastrophic and fatal misinterpretation of Bouquet is more likely to be 
invoked. 
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The primary/secondary model is Bouquet’s one flaw, but it is a fatal flaw. 
Those who follow it put a sword of Damocles over the secondary’s head—
hardly a situation that motivates the secondary to cleave to the primaries and 
create the long-term, complex relationships that are the ideal of polyamory. 
Unfortunately, many people accept the primary/secondary model anyway. 
Some do so because they know of no other alternatives. Others do so because 
the flaws of the primary/secondary model are not immediately obvious, 
especially from the perspective of a primary. I hope that this paper has provided 
an alternative perspective on Bouquet and the primary/secondary model. 
 
I would like to acknowledge that it is somewhat unfair of me to spend twenty 
pages pointing out the pitfalls of the primary/secondary structure without 
suggesting any alternatives of my own. At least Morning Glory gave something 
to the polyamorous community. From one perspective, all I have done is poke 
holes in her creation without contributing anything myself. In that respect, I 
consider this paper to be incomplete. A complete version would include at least 
as many pages describing ways of creating ideal polyamorous relationships.  
 
Although I have ideas about what makes a successful polyamorous relationship, 
they are unfortunately not yet mature enough for me to subject them to the 
criticism that they would receive if they were included in this paper. I perceive 
that primaries and secondaries are adopting Bouquet’s model without being 
fully aware of its potential weaknesses. By the time they discover the 
weaknesses for themselves, it may be too late. Therefore, I feel that this paper’s 
message is urgent enough that it is justified for me to distribute it “incomplete.” 
I hope to describe my ideas about what makes a successful polyamorous 
relationship in a later document. 
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Appendix: A Bouquet of Lovers 

This paper discusses polyamory in general, but specifically discusses many 
ideas found in “Bouquet.” Although I expect that “Bouquet” will be familiar to 
many readers, I present its full text here for those who have not read it, or for 
those who have read it and want to refresh their memory. 
 
“Bouquet” is copyright 1995-2001 Church of All worlds, Inc. 
(http://www.caw.org). This document is reprinted without permission of the 
copyright holder under the “academic study” fair-use exemption. 
 
“Bouquet” begins on the following page. 
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