Precis on Michelle Wolkomir’s ‘Swingers and Polyamorists : A comparative analysis of Gendered power dynamics.
By Emily Whiting.

In this piece, Michelle Wolkomir explores ‘A comparative analysis of gendered power dynamics’ and compares the nuances of Swinging and Polyamory to comment on monogamy and non-monogamy in different settings using different gender structures. 
Using interviews and collecting data relating to participants education and social position, Wolkomir sets out to conceptualize gender by challenging varied aspects of monogamy, expecting to find evidence that suggests stepping outside or normative sexual structure may erode gender hierarchy.
[bookmark: _Hlk58064736]From a western basepoint, Wolkomir outlines, that societies largely hold up monogamy as the normative social standard, and this benchmark sets out a baseline from which she springboards into exploration of how swinging and polyamory deviate. This analysis investigates how stepping outside these normative social structures into non-monogamous groups, such as swinging and polyamory, creates power play between genders and their social norms. Wolkomir proposes that ‘ ”gender” inequality lies in and depends upon the social construction and institutionalization of the relationship between masculinity and femininity’ (pp 1062) which shows her interest in exploring the idea of dissolving these norms and hopes to find evidence of this in studying multiple partner intimacies impacting gender ideals and hoping to discover shifts in power dynamics. This article proposes that couples can only truly accept non-normative intertwined gender power exchanges when gender normative structure and ideals are dismantled and rebuilt without the usual heteronormative constraints. Appealing to attract attention to men’s role in gender dominance and the position it plays in heteronormative relationships, Wolkomir pays particular attention to highlighting that dominant masculinity seems even more amplified in swinging settings.
The role of male dominance becomes clear when interviewing swinging member Richard, who says ‘…I just couldn’t handle the idea of another man with my wife’ and Walter who states ‘…there is the inevitable comparison that happens’ (pp1067) Wolkomir discovers Masculinity was immediately challenged by the concept of ‘competing’ with another male and how dominant masculinity plays a role in shaping events even when attempting to step outside of heteronormative structure. Outlining the struggles men in particular have letting go of gender normative ideologies and the normative hierarchy associated with monogamous heterosexuality. The disparity in gender dynamics, is again clear, when Wolkomir interviews Walter and his wife about how the approached swinging. She records that Walter found swinging in a soft swap style FFM configuration ‘…exciting and non threatening’ because he ‘… couldn’t handle the idea of her with another man’ and that it was their ‘gateway’ to swinging (pp1067) 
When asked, the female partner felt they were acting out for their partners pleasure, and it seemed that this was the most comfortable way both women and men, but men in particular could engage in swinging to begin with. 
Wolkomir sets the two viewpoints against each other to show how this feeling of jealousy objectifies the female partner as a possession, whilst the male feels openly justified in his possessive jealousy. The primary male felt most comfortable keeping other men out of the equation so the comparison between them and another male could not be made. By navigating jealousies and needing to hold their primary female partners in a possessive way, gender dominant ideologies lay unchallenged and in fact arguably strengthen the divide. Traditional masculine ideas about soul possession of women, and competition of another male in their ‘arena, meant that many couples opted for ‘soft swap’ or FFM swinging which could be argued is a male extension of heterosexuality, where ‘Man is the desiring subject and women are the object of men’s desires’ (pp1068) By setting these two examples together Wolkomir shows the disparity and power play between genders, making the distinction about gender inequalities and promoting the reader question or perhaps re-evaluate their own values and perhaps on gender equality even in the current day.
[bookmark: _Hlk58184883]Wolkomir, in contrast, shows that polyamorous relationships set to challenge heteronormative structure by measuring ‘love’ as the meeting of their partners needs rather than prescribing to the hierarchical arrangements of heterosexual gender norms associated with masculinity and femininity 
Whilst it is clearly noted by Wolkomir that ‘Swingers de-link love and sex, taking sexual exclusivity out of the romantic love script’ (1067) and ‘Soft swaps’ epitomize patriarchal heterogender relationships. Wolkomir makes the point to highlight the nuances in challenging norms. This can mean the difference between dismantling of normative structures or perpetuation of dominant gender roles. She however finds some connecting beliefs between polyamorists and swingers, linking that both recognise ‘Fidelity is no longer the marker of commitment’.
When stepping outside of normative monogamy, one could be forgiven for assuming that the act in itself works in breaking down gender normative barriers. However in both cases of polyamoury and swinging, there seems to be the need for social structure, and participants naturally looked towards normative gender roles to be guided. This article shows how swinging although stepping outside of dyadic relationship norms, was in fact found in cases of ‘soft swaps’, to perpetuate dominant gender ideologies. Whereas polyamory was more likely to form a new egalitarian structure in which to explore multiple relationships that engage in both sexual and emotional connection.
Further comparisons became interesting as the study continues that ‘Soft Swaps’ , in some instances progressed to ‘hard swaps’, finding a way to cross the previous limitations and barrier of heteronormative masculinity and challenge hegemonic gender power. Swinging relied on purely physical connections whilst emotional connection was reserved for their primary partners. However, some noted that emotions became sometimes intertwined and led to a path of polyamorous exploration. It seems that Wolkomir suggests that swinging could be seen as a gateway to polyamorous relationships.  As the reader, it felt appropriate to have further explored the emotions around this shift and wonder whether this progression towards polyamory was always mutual between partners or if in some instances one partner felt drawn to act to save their relationship by allowing this exploration. Wolkomir hinted at this possibility in the article when some couples admitted to venturing this path to keep a partner happy, which makes the reader question power dynamics, motives and reasoning behind rejecting heteronormative monogamy. Perhaps Wolkomir felt this expansion was more suitable to a separate study subject, however, her nod to this prospect means the reader considers this line of thought, questioning the possibilities.
The demographic used in Wolkomir study, she admits, used mainly white middle class heterosexuals. This explores a very narrow take on sexuality and there’s huge scope for including a larger demographic and culturally diverse cross section of society. But what this piece does do, is challenge preconceptions. It is not that by simply stepping outside of heteronormative monogamy, that one is automatically dismantling gender normative structure. In contrast, in the case of ‘soft swap’ swinging, it does the opposite, and asserts the very male dominant power dynamic that I believe Wolkomir set out to challenge.

This article suggests and leads the reader to consider that perhaps swinging opens a gateway to explore the questioning of heteronormative gender frameworks, whilst allowing the preservation of masculinity. From that point it is suggested that there are several pathways open for exploration that can end up with deepening desire to disrupt gender normative frameworks to the point at which masculinity and femininity is challenged beyond recognition. The idea of sharing ones partner freely without fears and anxieties and jealousies can only be truly achieved by throwing out the old framework and sculpting a new, using a more empathetic egalitarian ethos, deriving pleasure and basing ‘love’ on emotional connection. Seeing partners happy and fulfilled, in these instances, brought pleasure and value to the relationship. In contrast, heteronormative monogamy generally applied gender expectations and fragilities such as jealousy before their partners needs or desires. Wolkomir sets out to challenge the readers thoughts here on what love actually means, and what motives we have to live within certain prescribed frameworks of love.  

In its entirety, Wolkomir sets out in this piece, to compare, but also set apart swinging and polyamory. By using and exploring the seemingly subtle variations shown in soft swap/hard swap examples she shows the reader how nuances in breaking down heteronormative structure can go in either direction. To perpetuate or dismantle. This article ends with the idea that Monogamy relies on a hegemonically heterogender framework for relationship structure. Whereas Polyamory, aims to rid the arena of male competition, throwing out with it the heteronormative perception of masculinity. Even in cases of swinging and polyamory, heterogender ideologies were found to exist and needed challenging. Wolkomir highlights that even when stepping out of gender normative hierarchic frameworks, the shackles of learned gender norms had footing and opportunity to disrupt what is otherwise a non heteronormative arena. Fears, anxieties and jealousies, it seems, were deeply ingrained, and dominant heterogender ideologies in some polyamorous relationships were still used to reference and mitigate their situations. It was only by fully dismantling the old monogamy system and disassembling hierarchical dyadic relationship norms that polyamorous relationships found a true path to shedding their anxieties and accepting a new structure based on a more egalitarian gender form. It was noted that whilst polyamory disturbs this structure between gender hierarchy and heterosexuality, it is not dismantled entirely. Wolkomir also notes that polyamorous groups discovered the need to identify and accept that people weren’t possessions. There was a process of letting go of competitive, possessive traits and measuring love by letting their partners needs be fulfilled above your own insecurities. This allowed some restructure to take place. Wolkomir deliberately challenges the reader to review their ideas and expectations of monogamy and aspects of monogamy, and perhaps leaves the reader questioning what love and intimacy means. When you remove the gendered ideologies most of us associate with the heteronormative romantic love script, the reader is left wondering what is left? and what can be rebuilt differently? The exploration in this piece seems to suggest a vast spectrum of love exists, that normative relationships have generally denied to consider. Showing how disrupting the prescriptive heteronormative roles of femininity and masculinity, Wolkomir shows how misplaced it might be to always, as standard, place importance solely on monogamy and sexual exclusivity rather than exclusive emotional love.








