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Coming out Through an Intersectional Perspective:
Narratives of Bisexuality and Polyamory in Italy

Beatrice Gusmano

Centre for Social Studies of the University of Coimbra, Coimbra, Portugal

ABSTRACT
Through an intersectional perspective, the author analyzes what
it means to perform a bisexual and polyamorous identity in the
Italian familistic welfare regime. Considering the intersections of
polyamory and bisexuality, the author employs the Greimas
semiotic square to read the process of coming out experienced
by people who shared their experiences on polyamory: two
interviewees define themselves as bisexual ciswomen, and one
self-defines as a transsexual gay man in a primary relationship
with a self-defined bisexual cisman. Afterwards, the author
explores how they live their intimate lives through compulsory
invisibility, coming out, and staying invisible. Finally, the author
focuses on how the existence of non-normative communities
opens up the possibility of meeting other bisexual people in a
context where there are no bisexual communitie, and argues
that this process allows people to self-identify as bisexual and
polyamorous in the public sphere.
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Introduction

Coming out as polyamorous and bisexual1 constitutes a major challenge in conser-
vative Italy, where there is no legal recognition for partnering outside the monoga-
mous borders of heterosexual marriage and, only recently, of same-sex civil
unions. An under-recognized aspect of intimacy lies in these intersections as bisex-
uality and polyamory2 are stigmatized by the constant pressure of heteronormativ-
ity (Warner, 1991) that establishes the borders of what is acceptable in terms of
desire. According to the Italian legal framework, heterosexual people can either get
married or register a civil union, whereas homosexual citizens have only the option
of contracting a civil union, thus from the outset excluding any recognition of
bisexuality. Therefore, Italian law institutionalizes not just monogamy (through
the couple norm), but also a fixed and monolithic sexual identity, affirming a soci-
ety of compulsory monosexuality (Caldwell, 2010). On the one hand, bisexuality
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still remains defined as an invisible, excluded, and silent sexuality (Barker & Lang-
dridge, 2008) with bisexual people labeled on the basis of their current partner. On
the other hand, mononormativity (Pieper & Bauer, 2005) strives to affirm the nat-
uralness of monogamy, thereby rendering invisible the existence of other partners.
As Rambukkana (2004) expresses this:

Both “polyamorous” and “bisexual” are particularly difficult social mantles to take on,
partially due to the fact that their liminal nature – their position between conditions that
many conceive of as mutually exclusive (i.e., gay/straight, radical/mainstream) – makes
them uncomfortable bridges between discourses. (p. 144)

In the following sections, I describe the Italian context in respect to issues of
intimate citizenship (Plummer, 2003), neoliberalism,3 and austerity. Afterwards, I
frame the analysis within the existing literature concerning coming out, bisexuality
and polyamory, here also relying on my interpretation of the Greimas semiotic
square (Gusmano, 2008). After presenting the fieldwork, I explore coming out as
experienced by interviewees, arguing that intersections between polyamory and
bisexuality are fundamental to shaping their identities and intimacies. Finally, I
focus on a specific form of empowerment, that is, the existence of non-normative
communities that make it possible to meet other bisexual people within a context
where there are otherwise no spaces openly dedicated to them.

The Italian context

This article applies empirical data from Italy, a Southern European country clus-
tered in the Mediterranean regime (Ferrera, 2008), where well-being has histori-
cally been conceived as a private responsibility under the principle of ‘implicit’
familialism (Leitner, 2003): the transfer of resources and services are based on soli-
darity supported by family and kinship (Poggio, 2008), with social policies struc-
tured according to this same assumption (Naldini & Jurado, 2013). Given this
centrality of family ties, heterosexual marriage still retains much of its institutional
strength based on a familialistic approach that erases nonheterosexual support
networks.

Moreover, when the financial crisis and austerity set in, the national inertia
toward the three pillars of Mediterranean welfare since WWII—universal health
and education systems, familialism, social insurance tied to occupational status
(Pavolini & Raitano, 2015)—turned into retrenchment (with substantial cuts to
specific policies) within neoliberalism (Le�on & Pavolini, 2014): access to services,
education, healthcare, and employment thus becoming arenas of private responsi-
bility (Bertone & Gusmano, 2013).

The exceptional character of neoliberalism in Italy loaned continuity to the dis-
mantling of the welfare state that had already been ongoing since the 1990s (Di
Feliciantonio, 2016), when the wish to gain admission to the European Monetary
Union accelerated modernizing reforms (Ferrera, 2008). Moreover, the 2001
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Italian Constitutional reform of local authorities amended the institutional setting
of social assistance according to principles of decentralization: this trend – begin-
ning in the mid-1980s—encapsulates an expression of the neoliberalist process
based on transferring responsibility from central government to local administra-
tions and on the outsourcing of services, with the consequent undermining of the
universalist, public nature of the welfare state (Brenner & Theodore, 2002).

This economic and social shift encapsulates the neoliberal background to
the legal situation concerning intimate citizenship over the last 40 years: les-
bian, gay, bisexual, and trans (LGBT) policies moved from a focus on social
rights, as a means of fighting inequalities, to merely defending civil and rela-
tional rights (Cooper, 2006; Richardson & Monro, 2012) that do not question
unequal social structures (nor mainstream mononormative assumptions)
(Bertone & Gusmano, 2013; Gusmano, 2017). As a matter of fact, homophobic
political discourse remains hegemonic under the repressive tolerance (Mudu,
2002) of Catholic institutions and political parties (Di Feliciantonio, 2015), as
demonstrated by the approval of law 76/2016 on same-sex civil unions. After
a heated debate that cancelled the provision of stepchild adoption (Gusmano,
2016; Lasio & Serri, 2017), the bill was approved for heterosexual and homo-
sexual couples, thus once again defining a hierarchy between heterosexuality
and sexual dissidence: marriage is still only accessible to heterosexual couples
with civil unions described merely as “specific social formations.” Heteronor-
mative and mononormative prejudices therefore persist, and “debates about
same-sex marriage […] have also reinforced the role of monogamy” (McLean,
2011, p. 516). Therefore, the monolithic persistence of the heterosexual couple
norm leads to a situation in which bisexual and polyamorous identities are
once again stigmatized and delegitimized.

The coming-out process through an intersectional perspective

To exit the double delegitimation attributed to bisexuality and polyamory,
interviewed people give great value to the coming-out process, a performa-
tive act that happens repeatedly and reiterated through performance (Butler,
1993). Coming out has been read as a continuum, not a single event that
happens once (Seidman, 2002): a person can come out to some people but
not to others (Mosher, 2001), moving along a continuum and not adopting
just any one fixed position. For the purpose of this article, I read ‘coming
out’ through an intersectional perspective (Crenshaw, 1989, 1993), a frame-
work that offers a deeper understanding on how multiple social identities
interact with one another. To escape the dichotomy trap, I employ the semi-
otic square (Greimas, 1970) as a device to interpret how people attribute
meaning to coming out (Gusmano, 2008). The semiotic square articulates
the semantic structure of signification in terms of binary oppositions as
shown in Figure 1.
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By applying the Greimas semiotic square to the coming-out process, we may
appreciate the various strategies that open for adoption by people who do not iden-
tify with heteronormativity and mononormativity (see Figure 2).

The semiotic square of coming out conveys how there are at least four ways of
managing sexual stigma4 associated with bisexuality and polyamory. The upper
part of the semiotic square accounts for practices of agency: participants can decide
to declare their sexual/relational identity (coming out), or they can decide to keep
it secret (staying invisible). The lower section represents the modality of passivity
and incorporates how persons might be rendered visible against their will (outing)
or may attempt to be considered as nonheterosexual/nonmonogamous without
this being accepted by others, who continue to consider them as heterosexual or
monogamous (compulsory invisibility).

Applying the semiotic square of coming out to the intersectional experien-
ces of bisexual and polyamorous people might enable appropriate acknowl-
edgement of the strategies for coping with the typical stereotypes (Callis et al.,
2013; McLean, 2008c; Rust, 1996) erasing bisexual and poly experiences. To
show how “coming out in a biphobic world can prove to be a challenge”
(Knous, 2006, p. 39), I organize the empirical section through the semiotic
square of coming out, showing how bisexual and polyamorous people have to
(passivity) or can (agency) manage the stigma associated with their identities,
feelings, and attractions. Concerning this research, I did not encounter any
examples of outing in my interviewee narratives: this may however stem from

Figure 1. Semiotic square (Greimas, 1970).

Figure 2. The semiotic square of coming out (Gusmano, 2008).
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the form of recruitment as I searched for visible polyamorous LGBT people.
Therefore, after presenting the methodological aspects, I explore examples of
the other three options set out by the semiotic square through analysis of the
common stereotypes shared by polyamory and bisexuality.

Method

Research design

The framework for this article derives from the project Intimate – Citizenship,
Care and Choice: the micro-politics of intimacy in Southern Europe.5 The research
aims at rethinking citizenship, care, and choice through the findings of a compara-
tive and qualitative study designed to explore LGBT experiences of partnering (les-
bian coupledom and polyamory), parenting (mothers and fathers through assisted
reproduction), and friendship (transgender networks of care and living with
friends in adult life) in three Southern European countries: Italy, Portugal, and
Spain. Overall, we carried out around 60 interviews with experts and 90 interviews
with LGBT people concerning their biography.

To contextualize how partnering was experienced in each country, in 2015 we
carried out 27 semistructured interviews with gatekeepers and we referred to sec-
ondary sources data to complete country-specific legal and social policy analysis.

Concerning in-depth interviews, empirical research was carried out using the
biographical narrative interpretive method (BNIM) (Wengraf, 2001) that encour-
ages the interviewee to speak as freely as possible in response to a single initial
question. Concerning the study on polyamory, the question was “as you know, I’m
interested in the study of polyamory. Can you tell me the story of your life, all the
events and experiences important to you?” Although interviewees knew that they
were asked to participate because they were in a nonmonogamous relationship, the
focus wasn’t explicitly on this but sought to elicit narratives about partnering along
the life course. After the response to the initial question (which varied in length
between 10 and 67 minutes), the interviewer seeks further details about events and
experiences that had been mentioned in the first part of the interview. Interviews
lasted between 1 1/2 hours and 3 1/2 hours, with a mean length of 2 hours and 40
minutes. In contrast to a traditional semistructured interview, this method allows
for much greater space for spontaneous links and associations given by the
interviewee.

Recruitment strategies

The sample was selected using a snowball method as well as a call for interviewees
on websites of LGBTQ associations, polyamorous groups, institutions and social
networks. Inclusion criteria for the study on polyamory required participants to
(1) be between ages 25 and 45, (2) live in the capitol city, (3) self-identify as either
lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer or trans, (4) be currently engaged in more than one
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relationship at the time of the interview, and (5) with the acknowledgement and
consent of every person involved. A total of 15 participants were recruited, five of
whom were conducted in Rome; three of them are included in the current subset
of data.

Participants

To convey how intersectionality forges the experiences of bisexual and poly-
amorous people in Italy, I rely on the fieldwork on polyamory conducted in
Rome during Spring 2015: this research comprised narratives shared by five
able-bodied, economically precarious (with low economic capital and high lev-
els of cultural and social capital), white Italian LGBT people (aged 27–35) liv-
ing in Rome. Bisexuality was not the original focus of the research, though
two out of five interviewees turned out to self-define as bisexual, whereas
another one was in a bisexual relationship—meaning that he was cohabiting
with his boyfriend and his boyfriend’s girlfriend. Given the lack of sociological
studies on bisexuality in Italy (Breveglieri, 2008), I decided to focus on their
specific experiences of coming out as bisexual and polyamorous. Therefore, I
focus on the biographical data provided by the following three interviewees
aged in their thirties:

� Morgana, a bisexual ciswoman in a cohabitation relationship with Alberto, a
monogamous heterosexual cisman; she started to explore polyamory when
she fell in love with Marta, a monogamous lesbian ciswoman. Morgana holds
an international MA degree and does multiple jobs in the administrative
sector.

� Nadia, a ciswoman who started to explore pansexuality through polyamorous
events; she highly values her polyfamily, has a relationship with Daniele (a
monogamous heterosexual cisman) and is starting a relationship with
Marianne (a ciswoman involved in two other heterosexual relationships). She
dropped out of university and currently works in temporary jobs in the edu-
cation sector.

� Rudy, a gay transman in a 10-year relationship with Cristian, a self-defined
bisexual cisman; Cristian’s girlfriend has recently moved in with them. Rudy
holds a diploma and is currently working in an institutional department on a
short-term contract.

Data analysis

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. To protect par-
ticipants’ privacy, all interviews have been anonymized. Afterwards, they were
analyzed through the NVivo version 11 software whose nodes were organized
in 19 macrothemes chosen by the research team and linked with sociological
literature on intimate citizenship, care, choice, and sexuality, with a specific
focus on partnering.
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Results

Coming out

According to the literature (Barker & Langdridge, 2010; Bauer, 2014; Klesse, 2007),
polyamory is common among bisexual people. Morgana claims that, “Bisexuality
is something that already leads you to wonder more about exclusivity, basically.
And so this not a causal link but rather a driver.”

Making the choice to come out is a performative act of agency against the ste-
reotype of assuming that “bisexual people are a small community.” Simultaneously,
the intersection of polyamory and bisexuality might open up a breach in hetero-
normativity and mononormativity:

For women in same-sex relationships, polyamory—whether practiced or simply claimed
as an identity—may provide a buffer against bisexual erasure […]. In choosing polyamo-
rous relationships bisexual women may be increasing their visibility as bisexual […],
enabling women with male partners to signal their bisexuality to others. (Robinson, 2013,
p. 27)

Concerning how interviewed people experience coming out, Rudy’s strategy to
exit invisibility was defined as easy, because in his community of reference, the
BDSM community where he and his partner are well known, everybody knows
that he is trans, coupled with Cristian, and that they are not monogamous:

I meet people either in the BDSM or in the polyamorous field, so at least one part (laugh-
ing) is taken for granted [:] trying to relate to a person who is really outside all these
topics.… It didn’t happen anymore. (Rudy)

Being poly and belonging to the BDSM community is what define Rudy’s iden-
tity: this is congruent with other findings according to which BDSM is the main
sexual preference, over-riding gender, or where shifts in gender identity may imply
changes in sexual orientation, most notably with Females to Males (FtMs) who go
from lesbian to gay male identified (Bauer, 2014), “Homosexual, heterosexual,
bisexual are labels that you put on. That is, I also had experiences with girls but, as
a man, I define myself gay because I’mmainly attracted to boys” (Rudy).

Concerning Morgana and Nadia, they started to explore bisexuality through
fantasies and then through sexual encounters with women they had just met.
Nadia took advantage of her Erasmus year in Spain to explore her bisexuality that
she defined as “dormant probably due to my family’s education”:

There was freedom, you could breathe it.… It is nevertheless true that the environment,
the energy of people and society comes to you.… You get it at a passive level, as well; that
is, maybe you’re not there thinking all the time: “Ah, now I can hit on women.” However,
you feel it: you see groups of women going out, women traveling alone. I had never seen
it before. (Nadia)

These experiences resonate with the literature, where there is a great amount of
testimonies about the intersections between being abroad (or far away from home)
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and performing a nonheterosexual identity (Bell & Valentine, 1995; Gorman-Mur-
ray, 2007). In Spain, not only did she have her first sexual experience with a
woman but she also experienced a threesome with a male:

In three because, anyway, I was a bit afraid, right? Since my sexual horizon was heterosex-
ual, I used to say: “What should I tell to a woman?” […]. Bisexuality was much easier in
three, without affections, that is, without a love affair going on. (Nadia)

For Morgana as well, her bisexuality arose during her university days when she
started experiencing sex and intimacy with female friends while having a stable
heterosexual relationship. At university, Morgana came out about bisexuality and
open relationships:

Since I had my first sexual encounter with a woman when I was 22, I’ve always had open
relationships.… Mostly with men and, during these important relationships, I had vari-
ous female friends with whom I became intimate, and my partner knew about it.
(Morgana)

In her discovery of bisexuality, Morgana received great help from her previous
boyfriend, who was aware of her attraction to women, and they started to play
with this idea during sex:

He made me imagine a lot of things while we were making love […] and it was nice that
this part of me was included in our relationship. And when it happened, he was happy [:]
he never said that he wanted to do a threesome, or disrespectfully that he wanted to be
part of something that was mine, and I appreciated it. (Morgana)

According to these quotes, at the beginning of exploring desire, sexual encoun-
ters with unknown partners seem easier than entering into a love relationship with
them: easier to share, easier to experience. However, I also gathered narratives of
intimate same-sex commitment: I now focus on what happens when love comes
around, and how this blurs the boundaries of intimacy. For Morgana, falling in
love with a woman was an unexpected trigger event that allowed her to pass from
open relationships to polyamory. After the first moment of harshness in accommo-
dating the new configuration, Alberto supported Morgana’s relationship with
Marta and, when it ended, he took great care of Morgana:

My boyfriend Alberto was very sad when Marta and I broke up […]. It was amazing,
although I was sad, to go back home… torn by tears, desperate because I had just broken
up, and to find him comforting me. (Morgana)

As a closing remark, I would like to give voice to Morgana who clarifies how she
enjoys bisexuality and polyamory as a form of reaching beyond duality:

I like the feeling of … multiple things, multiple feelings that come from many directions,
right? And … harmony between more than two people […]. Duality is very powerful,
indeed. And many things are based on duality; however, being in more than two also has
… I think it has a charm of complexity and collective emotions … that are very nice.
(Morgana)
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As explained also by Nadia, bisexuality disputes the existence of a dichotomy in
the definition of desire and sexual/intimate attraction. Notwithstanding the fact
that Nadia could easily be read as heterosexual due to her long-lasting heterosexual
relationship, she proudly states her pansexuality even if the relationship has not yet
occurred:

I do not rule it out, even though I have never tried, to be in a romantic, emotional or sex-
ual relationship with people who are, let’s say, fluid in their definition of being men,
women or transgender, or in transition. (Nadia)

Regarding Morgana, she explains how coming out as bisexual was helpful in the
poly community not only to meet other bisexual people but also in getting closer
to her siblings, as expressed by her coming out to her brother:

It is great because… I feel, yes, to keep crossing the threshold of intimacy with people.
[My brother] told me that basically his girlfriend confessed to him that, when she mastur-
bates, she has fantasies about both men and women. Then he told her about me and my
story, especially about my… my bisexuality. So, she was intrigued and wanted to ask me
a lot of questions. (Morgana)

Morgana is visible in her sexual identity, regarding bisexuality and polyamory:
she has a long-lasting heterosexual relationship and talks freely about her female
girlfriends or crushes. This openness turns Morgana into an expert whose advice is
sought by those wanting some guidance in a mononormative and heteronormative
world.

To conclude, coming out may prove handy in strengthening kin networks on
the basis of trust and displaying availability within communities as bisexuality gets
easily erased by the presence of just one partner.

Compulsory invisibility

What I have called ‘compulsory invisibility’ is in this case the attempt to be consid-
ered bisexual and polyamorous without getting to be recognized as such:

I want to ask her [a close friend] if I put her in a difficult position because sometimes she
changes subject or says something superficial just to cut it short. When I realize it… I
self-censure myself […]. It’s like she doesn’t want to deepen certain topics. (Morgana)

Compulsory invisibility “is reinforced by many people’s inclination to actively
‘forget’ a non-partnered or monogamous bisexual person’s claim to a bisexual
identity” (Klesse, 2011, p. 232) and stems from the Western tradition of organizing
the world into dichotomies (Klesse, 2005; Yoshino, 2000): bisexual people can
therefore only be authentic when they simultaneously live heterosexual and homo-
sexual relationships (McLean, 2008c). Given cisheteronormativity, attractions to
more than two genders shouldn’t be taken for granted: in the following quote,
Rudy talks about the redefinition of his boyfriend’s sexual orientation after Rudy
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decided to go through gender transition, while his other partner, Mirko, was
unable to cope with it:

Cristian has tackled this thing with himself; in fact, he defines himself as bisexual, while
Mirko did not […]. It’s bad to talk about homophobia, but he could not cope with the
fact of having a relationship with a man […]. For a guy who has always been heterosex-
ual, it is harder to relate to a transgender guy. (Rudy)

Rudy talks shyly about homophobia, referring to his ex-partner’s fear of think-
ing about his own bisexuality. Rudy does not talk explicitly about transphobia or
biphobia potentially because his focus is on Mirko’s fear of defining himself as
homosexual. As researchers, we should read between the lines and unveil the level
of biphobia and transphobia inscribed in Mirko’s refusal. At the same time, we
should keep the focus on Rudy’s attempt to pass from a heterosexual relationship
to a homosexual relationship, affirming the possibility of bisexuality, while he
received a firm negative response. In their BDSM scenes, Rudy was already playing
his male identity in a safe context where it was easier to exit his female appearance,
and everybody was aware of it:

It was … pretty obvious [:] I’ve never had feminine attitudes… before my decision, I
don’t know how many times rumours were saying that I was a gay man […]. I use the
term “Sir” […] that represents me a lot as a master and as a man, and I refer to gay imag-
inaries during play. (Rudy)

Of course the point is the intersection between gender identity and bisexuality,
but what happened was the end of a polyamorous relationship due to biphobia.
The role played by the intersections between sexual orientation and gender identity
constitutes a central topic in every interview: the gender issue also proves central
when considering that “bisexual stigma is in many cases gender specific” (Wan-
drey, Mosack, & Moore, 2015, p. 205). This means that compulsory invisibility
could be translated into an invisibility that aims at leading back everybody to
mononormativity and monosexuality. In practice, gender still structures male-
female intimate and sexual lives on the bisexual scene: women are presumed to
engage in sexual but not romantic relationships with other women; with female
bisexuality perceived as in the service of men’s pleasure, belittling any same-sex
relationships; moreover, bisexual men are invisibilized due to the persistence of
homophobia and biphobia (Klesse, 2005). These assumptions lead to three forms
of bisexual erasure: heteroflexibility and bisexuality are conflated; women’s rela-
tionships with women get side-lined; bi men are invisible since they are presumed
gay (Brown, 2016; Callis et al., 2013), “I thought he was bisexual […], but it was
not the case […]. There is a lot of voyeurism coming from men” (Nadia).

According to Nadia, the male gaze still exploits female bisexuality as its sexual
fantasy, stealing the agency of coming out as bisexual and reading it as a simple
play for men’s pleasure. This widespread attitude contributes to erasing bisexuality
as a proper choice driving conclusions that somehow either “bisexual people don’t
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exist” (they are either heterosexual or homosexual) or that “bisexual people are just
going through a phase”: they will make their mind up sooner or later. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge that “the casting of bisexuality as temporary state of choosing
(“just a phase”) is actually an attempt to erase bisexuality itself” (Mint, 2004, p. 69).

Staying invisible

Some people may decide to stay invisible due to the stereotypes magnified by the
intersections between polyamory and bisexuality, both of which are considered
“stigmatized, ‘dirty’ identit[ies] that enforces the sexual binary” (Callis et al., 2013,
p. 84). At the same time, these identities mess with the monogamy taboo (Horn-
castle, 2008) and cheat the system:

They purposefully break the rules of attraction and try to get away with it. Bisexuals cheat
the rules of a single gender attraction. Poly people cheat the rules of sexual and emotional
exclusivity […]. Polyamory and bisexuality are facing off against the same conceptual
opposition, specifically the monogamy/cheating duality and the myth of the one true
love. (Mint, 2004, pp. 70–71)

Visibility is a complex issue for bisexual and polyamorous people who have to
cope with the myth of one true love according to which you have to choose just
one gender and just one lover, such as the following stereotypes: bisexual people
are sexually greedy, spread HIV, are cheaters, are scared of commitment, live for
threesomes (Callis et al., 2013; Cruz, 2014). Due to stigma, people may then prefer
to stay in the closet as often happens when it comes to the family of origin. Due to
the centrality of family ties, as well as the cuts to welfare resources, usually people
“test the waters” before performing a selective disclosure (McLean, 2007).

Polyamory is a big fight with my parents: I keep bisexuality to myself, until I am forced to
talk about it […]. I tried, […], and [my mom] was scared, bewildered. And there, I had
to lie because she was [overcome] with sorrow, fear, anger […] and concern. (Nadia)

For example, Nadia declared that talking about bisexuality with parents was
harder than talking about polyamory: Nadia thus expresses how she tried to come
out as bisexual but backed off and decided to keep her bisexuality invisible with
her parents in order not to overly upset her mother, who owns Nadia’s house and
lives in the same family building: “Do you want my polyfamily to help you? In my
polyfamily, there is somebody who can fix your Internet problems. Do you accept
polyamory or do you deny it?” (Nadia).

Concerning polyamory, Nadia often tries to ironically convince her mother to
accept her polyfamily and the advantages she gets through such an extended net-
work of care:

Polyfamily is a group of people linked through different relationships […]: there are lov-
ers, friends, ex-lovers, people who make love and people who stopped making love. In the
last months, I realized that they are becoming a family […]: when you talk about friends,
they are considered the least important people of your life. That’s why I talk about family
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[…]. In the end, it is a form of mutual assistance: not just emotional, but material and
practical as well. (Nadia)

Even though her mother continuously pushes her back into the closet (an
attempt to relegate her into compulsory invisibility), she keeps explaining how
important her polyfamily is to her life.

Morgana provides another example of this complex intertwined process of in/
visibility in the specific context of neoliberalism and familialism in a Mediterra-
nean regime by explaining how she denied her bisexuality to her parents while she
was out as bisexual at the university:

When my father realized that I was hanging out with a girl, he reacted very badly [:] “If
your life is taking this road, I do not want to be part of your life anymore”. He screamed
and threw the tablecloth to the floor as usually happens in movies. Therefore, I… started
screaming that it was not true. (Morgana)

According to the literature, “many women discussed how they choose to pass as
straight until in a serious relationship with a woman […] because they saw high
cost and little benefit to coming out otherwise” (Wandrey, Mosack, & Moore,
2015, p. 216). Indeed, Morgana chose to stay invisible due to her father’s reaction:
she was then working in the family firm and still dependent on her parents’ help to
finish her studies. In the above examples, this high cost is represented by depen-
dence on the families of origin, a common feature in Mediterranean countries. The
active strategy of staying invisible proves worthwhile to satisfy material needs such
as housing and income.

Non-Normative communities

An empowering dimension at the intersection of bisexuality and polyamory
emerges from the importance of involvement in non-normative communities
(McLean, 2008a): in fact, none of the people interviewed entered into the path of
maintaining alternatives to mononormativity and heteronormativity without first
sharing their experiences within a collective space. According to Knous (2006),
“the most influential factor in achieving identity acceptance for bisexual-identified
individuals is having an adequate support network” also able to help in managing
stigma (p. 42). Therefore, when discussing the normative oppression of monog-
amy, interviewees greatly value their collective dimension. In so doing, they chal-
lenge the individualistic turn proposed by mainstream self-help books on
polyamory that almost exclusively focus on free personal choice.

The encounter with a nonconformist community that collectively understands
what it means to build non-monogamous relationships in a mononormative world
appears as a central topic in each interview. Nadia simultaneously discovered the
poly community and the BDSM scene as “they have common grounds: consent,
freedom, honesty,” as she stated during the interview, upholding what the litera-
ture defined as key shared topics between these two communities: consent, mutual
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trust, tolerance of a wide range of sexual diversity and gender variance (Monro,
2015). Nadia talks about how she got to know the poly community: her first boy-
friend attended a poly event before she did and told her about men kissing each
other on the lips, offering an alternative scenario that simultaneously challenged
heteronormativity and hegemonic masculinity. Moreover, she recalls when she first
went to a poly event and was fascinated by a woman feeling overtly comfortable
with her curvy body:

And then I met this girl, [she was kissing two bears] and she was not afraid of showing
her curves, and I thought: “I wish I were so brave”. Now I am, and I’m a naturist, I don’t
care anymore. I have my frailties, but they are mine: not society’s. (Nadia)

Between the lines, we may read the empowerment concerning sexual identity
and body outlook fostered by this non-normative community. Moreover, it dem-
onstrates how “a bisexual subject is capable of producing knowledge that is at odds
with dominant and community formations of sexuality and gender” (Hemmings,
2002, p. 196), opening up the scope for strategic alliances between communities. In
the next excerpt, Morgana underlines the importance of the polyamory commu-
nity in nurturing a bisexual space that otherwise does not at all exist in Italy:

And it was, I mean, a total revelation because for the first time I met people that had more
than one relationship at the same time and […] it had never happened to me to… to find
so many [bisexual men] all together: I felt like I was really at home. (Morgana)

Morgana expresses what George (1999) already stated many years ago: “once
forms of sexuality are named, then people find that their longings, which had pre-
viously been lonely, unspeakable, perhaps unformed, have a home” (p. 101).

Living in a polyamorous and bisexual environment also allowed for threesomes
where bisexuality arose in its physical intensity. What Nadia and Morgana enjoy
the most is having a love relationship with a woman and becoming a friend with
her male metamour.

It was very nice… when I kissed her, and then she kissed him […]. And we shared…
between me and him through her in some way, but also between me and him, cuddling
and caressing each other [:] she […] felt she was in the middle of this thing, and it’s nice
[…] to see a satisfied woman, a happy woman, a woman… who is alive. It’s beautiful,
just to look at her. (Morgana)

Regarding Morgana, she recalls the night when she entered in a couple relation-
ship for the first time, explaining that she was not attracted to her partner’s male
partner but did enjoy exchanging cuddles and intimacy with him. From what I
could gather from interviews and participant observation, primary heterosexual
relationships predominate within the poly community and the BDSM scene.
Despite the evidently dominant female-male model of bisexual primary relation-
ships (Monro, 2015; Wandrey, Mosack, & Moore, 2015; Weinberg, Williams, &
Pryor, 2006), other sexualities were also registered: “In Rome, I found another
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fundamental aspect, which is the community, the connection with the BDSM com-
munity: thanks to that, I grew so much […], particularly as a person” (Rudy).

For example, Rudy met his bisexual partner Cristian through the BDSM com-
munity before his decision to make the transition. This encounter was key to his
self-discovery: Rudy found in Cristian a competent advisor concerning his master
role on the BDSM scene and his path as transman, because Cristian had already
had a relationship with a transman and thus positioned to provide many pieces of
advice concerning the transition. Moreover, the BDSM scene itself allowed Rudy
to explore and perform his gay identity through role-plays before he finally decided
to make the transition.

The importance of these quotes regarding encounters with non-normative com-
munities resides in the fact that they challenge the depoliticizing and neoliberal
stream within polyamory that stresses agency and individual choice against struc-
tural constraints. The social context in which we live molds our possibilities, and it
is precisely the existence of non-normative communities that opens up space for
nonconformist ways of bonding.

Concluding remarks

The findings described above shed light on how the polyamorous people included
in the current study experience bisexuality in their non-monogamous relation-
ships. The intersection between bisexuality and polyamory enables people to
extend beyond the prescriptive duality of heterosexuality and monogamy as if
crossing the line of one normative role in society might allow for exploring all
kinds of available sexual scripts (Gagnon & Simon, 1973). Bisexual and polyamo-
rous people face the multifaceted violence of heteronormativity, an implicit norm
that posits heterosexuality and the couple imperative at the centre of any legitimate
sexual identity.

Given the Italian familialistic welfare regime within austerity and neoliberalism
(Le�on & Pavolini, 2014), I analyzed how this regime worsens the conditions of peo-
ple living outside heteronormativity and mononormativity, thus calling into ques-
tion the intimate citizenship of people who identify with bisexuality and
polyamory. Welfare is central in discussions about citizenship, especially in Medi-
terranean countries where State expectations that care will be provided within fam-
ilies persist (Naldini & Jurado, 2013; Pavolini & Raitano, 2015). Regarding stigma
management within families of origin (Baiocco et al., 2015; Pistella, Salvati,
Ioverno, Laghi, & Baiocco, 2016), I discussed how bisexual and polyamorous peo-
ple decide to manage their visibility with their families of origins, revealing how
the intersection of their identities leads to different options over stigma, depending
on the level of economic independence from parents. In a context where family
and kinship are central, networks of friends are also deemed a great source of well-
being for subjects allocated outside the safety net of familialistic welfare, as identi-
fied by Nadia’s polyfamily.
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In this article, I employed the Greimas semiotic square to read coming out and
invisibility performed by bisexual and polyamorous people in Italy: interviews tes-
tify to how this doesn’t exclusively concern sexual identity. On the contrary, taking
into consideration different relational styles, one can see that this process contains
more layers than can be efficaciously unveiled by applying the semiotic square to
coming out. Exiting essentialist dichotomies, this encapsulates the empowerment
of both strategies (coming out or staying invisible), ensuring the possibility to hide
more stigmatized identities in specific contexts while proudly affirming them in
others. This proved efficacious especially for interviewees still depending on their
families for material needs such as income and housing, as often happens in South-
ern Europe (Poggio, 2008). Moreover, through the analysis of gendered stereo-
types, I convey how bisexual and polyamorous people counteract the erasure of
bisexuality (Knous, 2006; McLean, 2008b) through the different options offered by
the semiotic square. Usually, they get pushed back into the closet (compulsory
invisibility) due to mononormative and heteronormative assumptions but, at the
same time, they resist through the choice of coming out or staying invisible. This
finding is in line with previous research that shows how the disclosure imperative
may not apply to bisexual people (McLean, 2007): understanding that coming out
is not just a matter of doing it or not (Mosher, 2001), the semiotic square of com-
ing out proves incisive to reading identity from an intersectional perspective, reit-
erating that coming out depends on the context in which we are allowed to
perform our sexual and/or relational identity.

Furthermore, in a national context where there is no bisexual community (Breve-
glieri, 2008), polyamorous and kinky spaces are considered welcoming environ-
ments that allow for the exploration of sexuality (Bauer, 2014), especially bearing in
mind the high percentage of transphobia and homophobia across all levels of the
Italian society (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2015; The Inter-
national Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association Europe, 2016). In
these non-normative communities, it seems easier to put into words desires con-
cerning relational styles, sexual orientation and sexual practices: the existence of a
poly community makes it possible for women to identify as bisexual in the public
sphere and to meet bisexual men; at the same time, these non-normative communi-
ties support people in expressing their gender identity and their non-normative
bodies. Therefore, they provide a safe haven and promote empowerment.

Following the deep analysis taken forward by Aviram and Leachman (2015) on
legal recognition for marriages between more than two consenting adults in the
United States, further research is needed now that Italy has approved same-sex
civil unions: will the legitimation of nonheterosexual relationships increase their
incidence at the social level? Will this legal innovation also foster polyamorous
rights? How will these changes affect Southern European familialism?

Finally, regarding intersections between gender identity, sexuality, and relational
styles, as researchers, we should further investigate the different forms of biphobia,
transphobia and polyphobia experienced by people in our communities to cope
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with the widespread hate that affects our life. Indeed, valuing intersections between
different forms of discrimination renders it possible to build alliances between dif-
ferent subjectivities. Therefore, practices of intimacies that emerge from these
intersections foster a deeper understanding of sexual citizenship: sexual orienta-
tion, gender identity, relational status, coming out practices and non-normative
sexual communities need reading within the framework of the Mediterranean
regime in order to grasp the contextualized development of Southern identities
and intimacies within the scope of austerity and neoliberalism.

Notes

1. “The term ‘bisexual’ is generally used in minority Western cultures to refer to an individual
who experiences sexual attraction to more than one gender” (Bowes-Catton & Hayfield,
2015, p. 42).

2. “[Polyamory] means having multiple loving, often committed, relationships at the same
time by mutual agreement, with honesty and clarity” (Veaux & Rickert, 2014, pp. 7–8).

3. “Neoliberalism rejects [social] rights. It argues that citizens have their own responsibility to
ensure themselves against social risk […]. It has attempted to break down the relation
between social and political citizenship” (Lister et al., 2007, p. 52).

4. Given the qualitative and sociological approach of this research, please refer to Baiocco et
al. (2015), Lingiardi et al. (2016), and Pistella et al. (2016) for quantitative and psychologi-
cal data on coming out and sexual stigma in Italy.

5. BDSM is an acronym that stands for bondage/discipline; dominance/submission; sadism/
masochism. It “is the umbrella term used to describe a set of consensual practices that usu-
ally involve an eroticized exchange of power” (Turvey & Butt, 2016, p. 24).
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