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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Erotics and Asexuality

Thinking Asexuality, Unthinking Sex

IN HIS spoken word piece “A Prude’s Manifesto” (2015), poet Cameron Awk-
ward-Rich announces an asexuality rarely heard or articulated. It is volumi-
nous, erotic, and charged with a longing and desire not easily reducible to sex 
or sexual attraction. He writes, “Here is a list of things I like more than having 
sex: Reading. Lying flat on my back staring at the ceiling. Peeling back the skin 
of a grapefruit. .  .  . Riding my bike away from parties. How the night swal-
lows me like a dragon. The wet heat of one body alone.”1 He continues, “Love 
is a girl who slept beside me barely touching for two years. Love is whatever 
kept us fed. And this is how we knew that we belonged to it.” And finally he 
questions the narrative that self-love and fulfillment need to rely on sex and 
orgasm, since “if orgasm is really what makes the body sacred then the best 
love I have ever known was sin or sacrilege.”

Awkward-Rich’s poetic manifesto, spoken with care and attention, with 
pause and intensity, invites us into an erotic landscape that opens up erotic 
energies not tethered to sex. On the one hand, “A Prude’s Manifesto” directs us 
to a deep critique of the effects that compulsory sexuality enacts on asexually 
abundant lives.2 By compulsory sexuality, I am referring to a term developed 
within asexuality studies that, drawing on Adrienne Rich’s term “compulsory 
heterosexuality,” speaks to the ways in which sexuality is presumed to be natu-
ral and normal to the detriment of various forms of asexual and nonsexual 
lives, relationships, and identities.3 Awkward-Rich’s poem provides a deep 

1
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critique of compulsory sexuality by directing our attention to how claims of 
prudery can be used to mark a subject as backwards, repressed, insufficiently 
eroticized, and lacking. Sex is too often understood, in Awkward-Rich’s words, 
as “holy,” the marker of the successful love, relationship, and individuality, 
and orgasm is understood to make the body “sacred.” For Awkward-Rich, sex 
can be a narrative we are encouraged to adhere to, an imposition of loving, 
such that “so often, when someone tells me that I should just love myself it 
sounds more like they would like me to let them love me the way they want 
to.” Through exploring nonsexual forms of self-fulfillment, moments of joy, 
and relationship-building, Awkward-Rich rewrites this compulsively sexual 
narrative of loving and puts forward nonsexual ways of being as erotic in 
their own right. The prude offers here an erotic figure, which is less an iden-
tity and more a description of varying erotic modes that include forms of 
relating not encompassed by existing sexual identity categories. These erotic 
modes are both profound and mundane; they are in many ways the “ordinary 
affects” that Kathleen Stewart writes on, “attending to things . . . already some-
how present in them in a state of potentiality or resonance.”4 This prudish 
asexuality is affirmative yet not predictably identificatory, celebratory yet also 
complex and fluid. Through an elaboration of multiple modes of nonsexual 
attracting as well as a politicized talking back to structures that frame orgasm 
and sex as the ultimate goal of personal and interrelational realization, Awk-
ward-Rich’s words provide a perfect opening to a book on thinking about the 
erotics of asexuality, and the asexuality of erotics.

Asexual Erotics: Intimate Readings of Compulsory Sexuality strives to 
explore both erotic representations of asexuality as well as to develop asexu-
ality as a series of perspectives from which sexuality can be examined. As 
such, it takes for granted that asexuality is a “legitimate” sexual identity and 
orientation—that is, that asexuality offers a unique series of identifications 
that together constitute a distinct orientatory outlook on relating, intimacy, 
and sociality. Yet while this book takes for granted that asexuality is “real” 
(an affordance it is routinely denied) and a valid identificatory position and 
orientation, it does not adhere to the constraints and parameters of contem-
porary asexual identification as they take form both in online articulations of 
asexuality and in media representations. The leading online gathering space of 
asexual knowledge and community formation, the Asexual Visibility and Edu-
cation Network (AVEN), succinctly describes “an asexual person [as] a person 
who does not experience sexual attraction.”5 This definition, while compli-
cated and expanded throughout the website, forums, and online and offline 
community at large, has, since I began doing research on asexuality nearing 
on a decade ago, sat uneasily with me for its unnuanced rendition of asexual 
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experiences and dispositions. Is asexuality really reducible to an absence of 
sexual attraction? What is lost when we hinge asexuality, as well as other sex-
ual orientations, to the mechanism of “attraction”? What is the relationship 
at play between attracting and relating, attracting and desire, attracting and 
sex? This book’s refusal to be bound solely by identificatory frames is strongly 
motivated by my feeling that while in many ways I tend toward asexuality, the 
definition as it is pivoted by AVEN does not account for my feelings, orienta-
tory inclinations, or manners of relational world-making. I do not necessarily 
believe that I was born asexual but rather that I have asexual tendencies, that 
I came into asexuality in the way I came into queerness: because it provided 
me with meaningful self-narratives and held open theoretical, activist, and 
erotic possibilities. Asexual, as much as queer, can gesture toward “the open 
mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances,” drawing on 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s memorable words, that challenge sexual categoriza-
tion.6 In this sense, Asexual Erotics is written from a place that is invested in 
asexual visibility and yet leaves me sometimes fraught at writing a book that 
is less about an identity and more about critiquing sexually overdetermined 
modes of relating.

In what follows of the introduction, I provide a frame for thinking about 
asexuality and erotics. First, I provide a brief introduction to interdisciplinary 
work on asexuality by highlighting how asexual activism, asexuality in the 
health sciences, and feminist and queer approaches to asexuality approach 
definitions of asexuality. Next, I explore “erotics,” drawing on Audre Lorde’s 
reimagining of this Platonian and Freudian concept, to deepen our under-
standing of intimacy and relating and offer a meaningful language for thinking 
about the coordinates of asexuality.7 In the final portion of the introduction, 
I unpack the chapters in the book, discussing them as a series of “intimate 
readings,” a series of asexually driven analyses of feminist, queer, and lesbian 
cultures, that foster an expansive approach to both asexuality and erotics.

THINKING ASEXUALITY (IN AT LEAST THREE VOICES):
ACTIVISMS, SCIENCES, AND QUEER FEMINISMS

Defining Asexuality, Redefining Sexuality:
Asexual Activisms and Countercultures

The sexual identity and orientation of asexuality has a rich cultural, histori-
cal, and political life, even as it continues to be overlooked and neglected in 
LGBTQ2+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, two-spirit, plus) spaces 



4 •  I N T R O D U C T I O N 

and narratives. While asexuality is commonly understood as not being sexu-
ally attracted to others, the very modes of defining it are nuanced and con-
tested. Online asexual communities include the online platform AVEN, as 
well as blogs and social networking sites such as Reddit and Tumblr. Offline, 
asexual organizing happens locally and internationally, including through 
meet-ups, conferences, pride parades, zine publications, and an annual “Asex-
ual Awareness Week” (held in the last week of October).8 AVEN, in particu-
lar, is an online community and education space of deep value and meaning. 
Launched by asexual activist David Jay in 2001, it now includes over 250,000 
members (as of January 1, 2017) and provides a space for asexually identified 
people (also known as “aces”) to meet outside of mainstream sexual society as 
well as to address the invisibility of and discrimination against asexual peo-
ple through education and awareness.9 AVEN’s creation marks a landmark 
moment for asexuality because it provides the language for thinking of asexu-
ality as a sexual orientation and identity, drawing on the vocabulary of sexual 
orientation models. By using the language of “sexual attraction,” asexuality is 
granted visibility alongside other sexual orientations that likewise pivot the 
criterion of “sexual attraction.”10 In this sense, by articulating an absence of a 
desire for sex and an absence of sexual attraction, asexual voices demonstrate 
that asexuality is thinkable within the modern regime of sexuality. This articu-
lation of asexuality along lines of sexual attraction is an important political 
move in terms of visibility and education, as it allows for asexuality to be 
mapped onto already existing understandings of how sexual identities and 
orientations operate within common understandings of sexuality.

Yet even prior to AVEN, asexuality as a nameable sexual orientation was 
articulated and formulated, including on the internet. Jay, AVEN’s founder, 
indicates that through comments on boards unrelated to asexuality, early mes-
sage boards, and Zoe O’Reilly’s blog post “My Life as an Amoeba” (1997), early 
“proto-identity” took form, leading to Jay’s launch of AVEN.11 Reilly (1997), 
for instance, called for “the world to know that we are out there,” stimulat-
ing responses from many other asexual people and the creation of the Yahoo! 
Group “The Haven for the Human Amoeba” (2000).12

While asexual activist definitions often draw on the concept of “sexual 
attraction,” they also trouble it. Definitions of asexuality springing from the 
asexual, or ace, community suggest that sexual attraction is not an innate 
aspect of intimate or interpersonal life, thus challenging compulsory sexual-
ity or the belief that sex and sexuality are core components of being human. 
Challenging the idea that everyone is sexual, ace online and offline commu-
nities also generate other vocabularies and understandings of thinking about 
attraction and sexuality. Importantly, romantic and aromantic are vital quali-
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fiers within ace communities, contributing another axis to how we imagine 
attraction between individuals. Aromantic individuals are colloquially known 
as “aros” and aromanticism indicates a low interest in romantic contact as well 
as a prioritizing of friendship, or of being “friend-focused.”13 Aromantic iden-
tity troubles “amatonormativity,” or the organization of life and love accord-
ing to a hierarchy that prioritizes sexual and romantic couples.14 Romantic 
asexuality includes an interest in building romantic, if not sex-based, relation-
ships with others, which may include kissing, touching, and cuddling. Other 
attractional modes that are explored by asexual communities on- and offline 
include aesthetic attraction (“attraction to someone’s appearance”) and sensual 
attraction (“desire to have physical non-sexual contact with someone else, like 
affectionate touching”).15

Romantic and aromantic are also relevant descriptors for people who are 
not asexual, as they help to grasp an aspect of the manner in which people 
are attracted to each other, rather than assuming that attraction relies only 
upon the desire to have sex. These conceptual contributions by asexual com-
munities build on decades of queer work toward understanding how what 
are commonly called “sexual identities” as well as “orientations” hold entire 
worlds of possibilities within them even as they reduce these possibilities to 
one-word labels such as “lesbian,” “gay,” “bisexual,” “pansexual,” and “asexual.” 
Sedgwick, in particular, questioned what gets condensed into sexual identities, 
providing a dynamic list ranging from one’s own gender identity, the gender 
of the recipient of one’s attraction, sexual acts, fantasies, emotional bonds, 
power, and community.16 Thus, sexual identities are formulaic labels that exist 
within the modern regime of sexuality and glaze over most aspects of relat-
ing, including the many possible manners of attraction and the practices they 
generate. Yet, because of the central role that sex has played within determin-
ing sexual identity, sexual identity has been understood as based on sexual 
attraction—or the idea that it is the desire to have sex with someone that is 
the key deciding factor of which sexual identity one classifies as, rendering 
other forms of attraction “nondiactrical differences,” in Sedgwick’s words.17 
As attraction has been reduced to sexual attraction, so sexual identities and 
orientations have been understood as resting on both the gender of who we 
are purportedly drawn to and the desire to be sexual.18 Asexual elaborations 
of other forms of attraction implicitly question the basis of grounding identi-
ties and orientations in sexual desire, thereby also questioning, more broadly, 
modern systems of sexuality that have been taking shape since the late seven-
teenth century in Western settler contexts.19 Importantly, systems of sexuality 
that have been developed to categorize people into sexual personas have his-
torically functioned as systems of colonial imposition underwritten by desires 
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to keep heterosexuality tethered to whiteness, normality, and ability.20 Asexual 
communities’ careful explorations of what constitutes attraction in the first 
place point to the importance of seeing sex and sexuality as bound yet sepa-
rate concepts: bound because sexual desire underwrites the system of sexual-
ity and separate because asexuality, even as it signifies an absence or low level 
of sexual attraction, can nonetheless be formulated within the parameters 
of what we know of as “sexuality.” In turn, asexuality, as much as all sexual 
inclinations and practices, is both bolstered by sexuality, as we know it, and 
hampered by it—leading to the emergence of a sexual identity that until very 
recently was thought impossible even as it is evidently present throughout the 
history of modern sexuality.

Asexual organizing also presents opportunities for spectrum- and 
umbrella-based approaches to asexual identification that draw on Kinseyian 
ideas of orientation as based on degrees rather than fixed points. Alfred Kin-
sey outlined a model for thinking sexual orientation based on the degree to 
which one was attracted to one gender or another (with gender understood 
on a binary model), demonstrating the extent to which most people fall within 
the bisexual range.21 Asexual communities draw on this spectrum concept to 
put forward additional forms of spectrum-based identification, including a 
romantic-aromantic axis as well as a sexual-asexual axis. “Gray asexuality,” 
or “gray-A,” thus refers to people who fall on the asexual end of the sexual-
asexual axis, including those who are asexually identified yet who sometimes 
experience sexual attraction to others. “Demi-sexual,” in turn, refers to people 
who experience sexual attraction to those they are intimately bonded with 
first. Figure 0.1b, from the widely circulated zine by Maisha, Taking the Cake: 
An Illustrated Primer on Asexuality (for the cover, see figure 0.1a), expertly 
portrays the many possible jars of ingredients that go into making asexual 
identity labels. As Maisha outlines, these include aromantic, ace, demisexual, 
heteroromantic (being romantically attracted to the opposite gender), homo-
romantic (being romantically attracted to the same gender), grey asexuality 
(or gray asexuality), repulsed (as in repulsed by sex), indifferent (as in indif-
ferent to sex), panromantic (being romantically attracted to all genders), and 
biromantic (being romantically attracted to two genders). These “flavors” 
challenge the idea that there is only one way to be asexual and that a single 
definition of asexuality can function to explain people’s unique engagements 
with asexuality across social contexts.22 Further, spectrum labels such as “gray-
A” present opportunities for troubling a stark division between people who 
are “sexual” and “asexual” because they challenge the sexual presumption, 
or the idea that being sexual is the default and neutral mode of being. As 
asexual writer Julie Sondra Decker indicates, another term that challenges the 



FIGURE 0.1A AND 0.1B. From the zine Taking the Cake: An Illustrated Primer on Asexuality 
by Maisha, 2012. The zine is available online at https://acezinearchive.wordpress.com/ace- 

zine-list/101-informational-zines/taking-the-cake-an-illustrated-primer-on-asexuality/.23

https://acezinearchive.wordpress.com/ace-zine-list/101-informational-zines/taking-the-cake-an-illustrated-primer-on-asexuality/
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assumed neutrality around being sexual is “allosexual,” which, derived from 
“alloerotic” in Sedgwick’s work, has been in use by ace communities to refer 
to people who are sexual.24

Ace community and organizing also stresses the importance of envision-
ing asexual identity as part of queer and LGBTQ2+ organizing. Asexuality is 
an orientation that cuts across other sexual identities, such that in addition 
to identifying as asexual, aces will also identify as bisexual, lesbian, gay, pan-
sexual, and straight, as well as monogamous and polyamorous and romantic 
and aromantic. Many asexually identified individuals fall under the transgen-
der umbrella and are transmasculine, transfeminine, trans men, trans women, 
genderqueer, nonbinary, and agender. According to the 2014 Asexual Com-
munity Census, only 75 percent of the 10,880 ace respondents who completed 
the survey identified categorically as “woman/female” or “man/male.”25 These 
numbers have also been triangulated by academic research. For example, one 
study found that of sixty-six asexual participants eighteen chose identities that 
were nonbinary, including gender-neutral, androgynous, or genderqueer.26 
This overlap between queer, trans, and asexual is important to remember 
since many asexual people report feeling excluded from queer and LGBTQ2+ 
spaces.27 Further, if we think of queerness as not only a matter of gender of 
object choice but also one of non-normative intimacies and the political chal-
lenging of oppressive straight, cisgender, racist, misogynist, and ableist con-
texts, asexuality can be understood as “queer” in the sense that it responds 
to ideas that bind compulsory sexuality with normality, or the idea that all 
“healthy” and “normal” people need to have sex.

Asexual organizing also presents a challenge to asexual discrimination. 
Researchers across fields have provided evidence for “asexphobia” or “anti-
asexual bias/prejudice” such that asexuals are understood as “deficient,” “less 
human, and disliked.”28 Asexphobia exists at the level of attitudes that have 
negative effects on asexual people such as when they are interrogated and 
asked intrusive questions about their bodies and sexual lives, or when they are 
presented with “denial narratives” to undermine the validity of their asexual-
ity.29 In figure 0.2, from the zine Taking the Cake, Maisha indicates the many 
ways in which asexuality can be undermined. For example, people might sug-
gest that an ace person is repressed, closeted, incapable of obtaining sex from 
others, or in an immature phase. These dismissive comments are informed 
by ableist ideas, such as that disability prevents the capacity for sex and that 
ability rests on an enjoyment of and desire for sex as well as by compulsory 
sexuality, which suggests that sex is necessary, liberatory, and integral to hap-
piness and well-being. Discrimination can also take on the form of social and 
sexual exclusion, including in queer contexts: through “conversion” practices 



FIGURE 0.2. A selection of “denial narratives.” From Taking the Cake: 
An Illustrated Primer on Asexuality zine by Maisha, 2012.30
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in medical and clinical environments to encourage asexuals to have sex, with 
unwanted and coerced sex in partner contexts, through the misdiagnosis of 
sexual desire disorders in people who are asexual, and with invisibility, toxic  
attention, or the fetishization of asexual identity.31 Recognizing discrimina-
tion is important because it refuses to see individual acts against asexuals as 
incidental, providing a systemic view on patterns of “dislike” against asexuals.

Yet even as asexuals experience “asexphobia,” asexual communities tend 
to be white-dominated spaces that are not immune to racism. As contributors 
of the Brown and Gray zine point out, aces of color often feel isolated when 
raising questions of race and asexuality in white-dominated spaces. Drawing 
on one contributor to the zine, asexuality is often imagined as a “white ori-
entation—an identity that belong[s] to white people only” in ways that make 
asexuality difficult for people of color to identify with and that draw on racist 
ideas about whiteness as inherently sexually reticent against the backdrop of 
“sexualized others.”32 As another contributor to the zine writes, “When I’m 
surrounded by white aces, talking about race is hard.”33 Ace of color people 
also speak to the experience of being sexualized in a way that white aces are 
not, so that claiming asexual identity for people of color can be difficult, and 
they might be met with additional undermining comments such as that they 
do not “look asexual.” Further, white asexual people are not often expected 
to speak to their experiences of whiteness, while asexual people of color are 
routinely called upon to do the hard work of “race talk” in regard to asexual-
ity. To address these and other effects of racism and foster antiracism, many 
asexual communities have moved toward having spaces for people of color 
only, yet this is sometimes met with pushback. For example, recently facili-
tating a workshop in an asexual and aromantic community on white privi-
lege, our group decided to move forward with creating an ace/aro of color 
meet-up. While the majority of the community was in support of this move, 
a couple of vocal white members expressed strong feelings of being excluded, 
and one white member suggested creating a “white-only” meet-up as recom-
pense for purportedly being excluded, suggesting that asexual communities 
are unevenly alerted to the importance of struggles around social justice in 
terms of challenging racism.

A final definitional element arising from asexual communities is the 
idea of different approaches to sex and sexuality. Sociologist Mark Carri-
gan observed that there are three general dynamics among asexual people: 
sex positivity, sex neutrality, and sex repulsion.34 In this sense, some asexual 
people experience repulsion to sex, while others “love that you love sex”—as 
David Jay shouted to onlookers at a San Francisco pride parade featured in the 
documentary (A)sexual (2011).35 In figure 0.1b, by Maisha, both repulsed and 
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indifferent are illustrated as flavors that constitute asexual identity, suggest-
ing the importance of recognizing divergent approaches to sex within asexual 
communities. Further, some asexual people engage in sex and BDSM, suggest-
ing that sexual behavior and sexual identity are not always linked in obvious 
or absolute ways.36 It is significant to understand all these positionalities as 
valid and as part of the spectrum of approaches to asexuality and sexuality 
more broadly. Because of the many aspects and types of asexual identification 
and experiences, as listed above, it is useful to think of asexuality in the plural 
as “asexualities”—an intricate identity that is not possible to contain within 
one definition.37

From Pathology to Allyhood: Science and Asexuality

In distinction to asexual communities, scientific researchers of the past and 
present tend to take on different approaches to measuring and defining asexu-
alities. Sometimes functioning as asexual allies and other times pathologizing 
asexuality, health and medical scientific researchers strive to use the measures, 
tools, languages, and methods of science to demonstrate how sexual orienta-
tions, including asexuality, operate in the body and mind, as well as to quan-
tify the occurrence of asexuality among the general population.

Historically, there has been a host of diagnoses that pathologized low 
levels of sexual desire. Low sexual desire has, since the nineteenth century, 
been captured with such terms as “sexual anesthesia,” “sexual coldness,” fri-
gidity, and “inhibited sexual desire,” and more recently as “hypoactive sexual 
desire disorder” and within the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-V) as “female sexual interest/arousal disorder” 
and “male hypoactive sexual desire disorder.”38 These labels have functioned 
mostly to problematize women’s (and primarily white women’s) low levels of 
sexual desire disproportionately. It has been argued that with the turn of the 
twentieth century, discourses of white women’s “passionlessness” or their pre-
sumed innate low sexual desire began to shift to ideas that women were meant 
to be—within the proper heterosexual and marital context—sexual and sexu-
ally desiring.39 Further, this increase in the preferred level of white women’s 
sexual desire in the early twentieth century is tied also to a fear that whiteness 
was under threat due to a lower birth rate, motivating a new intoxication with 
marriage as a site of sexual satisfaction for white women and a move away 
from their previously purported “asexual” nature.40

Alfred Kinsey’s development of the seven-point scale of sexual orientation 
in the 1940s and 1950s provided an early example of scientific conceptualiza-
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tions of asexuality. While it is well known that Kinsey stipulated a spectrum-
based model of hetero-homo attraction, what is less known is that he also put 
forward a category known as group “X,” which he understood as including 
those with “no socio-sexual contacts or reactions,” and who “do not respond 
erotically to either heterosexual or homosexual stimuli, and do not have overt 
physical contacts with individuals of either sex in which there is evidence of 
any response.”41 Further, Kinsey identified 2 percent of men over twenty-five 
and “a goodly number of females” as belonging to this group.42 It is interest-
ing to note that asexuality, in Kinsey’s model, occupied a space outside of 
the hetero-homo spectrum, placing asexuals as outliers on the map of sexual 
orientation.

Michael Storms’s work from the late 1970s and early 1980s provided the 
next major engagement with asexuality through a reconceptualization of Kin-
sey’s scale in the form of a four-quadrant grid that includes not only hetero-
sexuality and homosexuality but also bisexuality and asexuality, each with a 
quarter of the grid space.43 Notably, Storms, along with similar work by Paula 
Nurius, provided a first articulation of asexuality by seeing asexuality as a 
sexual orientation.44 Further, William Masters, Virginia Johnson, and Rob-
ert Kolodny provided some recognition of asexuality in their “typology of 
homosexuals,” discussing “asexual homosexuals” as “low in sexual interest and 
activity and . . . not ‘coupled.’”45 They identified 16 percent of gay men and 11 
percent of lesbians as asexual. Unfortunately, in the process of identifying gay 
asexuality, they also pathologized asexuals by rendering them “more secre-
tive,” “dysfunctional,” “worse off psychologically” than other homosexuals, and 
“generally loners.”46

A groundbreaking piece of scientific scholarship on asexuality came in 
2004 when Anthony Bogaert published an analysis of the preexisting UK 
National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (1994), which happened 
to have as one of its answer choices “I have never felt sexually attracted to 
anyone at all.”47 Bogaert’s seminal piece, invested in deducing whether or not 
asexuality was “real,” brought scientific and popular attention to asexuality 
in an unprecedented way. After its publication, many mainstream popular 
news sources and talk shows, including Fox News, The View, Montel Williams, 
ABC’s 20/20, and CNN, did specials on asexuality, inviting AVEN’s David Jay, 
other asexually identified individuals, “(s)experts” such as sex counselors and 
scientific sex researchers, and Bogaert himself to speak on behalf of the legiti-
macy of asexuality. While lending visibility to asexuality, much of this popular 
attention functioned to spectacularize and fetishize asexuals while also repre-
senting those who are mostly white and able-bodied, and over-representing 
cisgender male asexuals as exemplars of asexuality.48
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Bogaert’s operationalization of asexuality in both his 2004 piece as well 
as in his other work, such as his book, tends to provide a limiting definition 
of asexuality that treats asexuals as objects of research to be studied.49 Yet a 
major benefit of Bogaert’s study was that it presented a quantitative indication 
of what percentage of the population might be asexual that has since been 
used to add legitimacy and credibility to asexuality both in research and the 
media. Bogaert’s 2004 study presents us with a 1.05 percent of the popula-
tion as asexual, while other studies have ranged from 0.4 to 5.5 percent.50 It is 
important to note the Western focus of these studies as well as that they tend 
to draw on preexisting data.51

Contemporary scientific research on asexuality focuses on exploring sub-
jective versus physiological arousal, while for the most part arguing against 
understandings of asexuality as a pathology. Most prominently, Lori Brotto 
and colleagues at the UBC Sexual Health Lab have undertaken studies to 
ascertain that asexuality is a sexual orientation (as opposed to a paraphilia 
or a sexual dysfunction) and to establish how it is possible for physiologi-
cal/genital arousal to be present even as subjective attraction is not.52 Brotto 
and colleagues have also developed an “Asexuality Identification Scale,” which 
consists of twelve questions that measure whether someone is asexual through 
asking whether the person has experienced sexual attraction, whether an ideal 
relationship for them would involve sexual activity, and whether they avoid 
situations that might include sex.53

Brotto, alongside asexual activists such as David Jay and Andrew Hinder-
liter, played a key role in removing asexuality as a sexual disorder from the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, such that the DSM-V now has exceptions 
for asexuality under low sexual desire diagnoses. Further, whereas the DSM-
IV articulated so-called interpersonal distress as a proper cause for diagnosing 
hypoactive sexual desire disorder (HSDD), the DSM-V does not allow inter-
personal distress to be an indicator of female sexual interest/arousal disor-
der (FSIAD) or male hypoactive sexual desire disorder (MHSDD), protecting 
asexual people from being pathologized due to distress that may result from 
partners having asymmetrical desires and expectations around sex.54 Nota-
bly, there is a politics and money-generating factor at work in these diagno-
ses, especially with the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approval of 
the drug Flibanserin/Addyi for the treatment of HSDD/FSIAD in 2015, which 
despite unimpressive clinical trials can now be prescribed to cisgender women 
as a Viagra equivalent for stimulating sexual desire.

Health scientific and medical scientific research on asexuality has a check-
ered relationship with asexuality, much as with other sexual orientations. With 
the “truth-based” quality often granted to scientific and medical knowledge, 
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it often tends to function as the final word on asexuality and its definitions. 
While there are possibilities and examples of allyship and of adding legiti-
macy to asexuality, scientific research can also easily pathologize asexuality 
because of its commitment to the wedding of “health” and “normality” with 
sexual desire and attraction through an investment in compulsory sexuality. 
More broadly, because scientific approaches to studying sexual identities are 
deeply invested in sexuality as an organizing set of discourses for how the self 
is understood, these approaches often play a central role in entrenching sex, 
even if they create exceptions for asexuality.

Resonances and Intersectionality:
Queer and Feminist Approaches to Defining Asexuality

Throughout this book, I hone a queer and feminist approach to asexuality that 
challenges the pathologization and invisibilization of asexuality. In doing so, 
I draw on the energies of what has emerged as a feminist and queer approach 
to asexuality and the inventive and collaborative work of gender and sexual-
ity studies scholars who have been thinking about asexuality for nearing on 
the last decade. Queer and feminist approaches to asexuality bring with them 
a unique set of contributions to both asexuality and to gender and sexuality 
studies, challenging, as I explore below, both compulsory sexuality and essen-
tialist approaches to asexuality.

First, queer and feminist approaches to asexuality tend to both broaden 
and pluralize what can “count” as asexuality and how asexuality is defined. KJ 
Cerankowski and M. Milks have written that by calling attention to the plu-
ral embodiments and expressions of asexuality as asexualities in the plural, 
we can more fully account for the spectrum of asexual experiences.55 With 
Danielle Cooper, I build on this analysis by calling for a broadening of defini-
tions of asexuality.56 Instead of accepting the definitions of asexuality put for-
ward by the “truth archive” of science, we invite an understanding of “asexual 
resonances” that challenges the assumption that queerness must be sexual 
in nature, asserting that “where there is queerness there is also asexuality.”57 
Broadening and pluralizing asexual definitions is important because it is both 
a more inclusive approach to asexuality and also one that acknowledges sexual 
fluidity—or that a/sexuality changes over the course of a lifespan. This pres-
ents a direct challenge to some of the more limiting understandings of asexu-
ality, such as psychologist Anthony Bogaert’s assertion that asexuality, in order 
to count as an orientation, must be lifelong, or the DSM-V’s commentary that 
for women to not be diagnosed with female sexual interest/arousal disorder, 
they must have never experienced sexual attraction.58 In this sense, feminist 
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and queer approaches to asexuality push back against a medical model that 
tends to pathologize low sexual desire.

Second, feminist and queer broadenings of definitions around asexu-
ality also constitute an expansion of the asexual archive, challenging what 
has tended to be a cisgender, male, and white canon of asexuality. Canon-
ized examples of asexuality include characters and representations such as 
Todd  Chavez on BoJack Horseman, Jughead Jones in the comic series Archie, 
Doctor Who, Sheldon Cooper on The Big Bang Theory, Sherlock Holmes, and 
the first asexual character featured on mainstream TV, Gerald Tippett, on 
the New Zealand soap opera Shortland Street. Broadening the archive around 
asexuality involves thinking about asexuality intersectionally, questioning why 
asexuality can only “count” if it is a born-this-way type of sexual orientation, 
allowing for (a)sexual fluidity over the lifespan, and focusing on queer and 
feminist representations of asexuality in particular.59 For example, Eunjung 
Kim compellingly expands the asexual archive by focusing on asexuality and 
disability in Donna Williams’s memoirs about her experiences with autism 
and asexuality and in the film Snow Cake (2006), which also features an autis-
tic and asexual character.60 Through doing this, she challenges the able-bodied 
canon of asexuality that is invested in proving that asexuals are “normal” and 
not “disabled.” In a different way, with Cooper, I situate the artist Agnes Mar-
tin and writer Valerie Solanas as “asexual” in a broad sense of the term, sug-
gesting that an asexual art practice and political asexuality, respectively, can 
be other modes through which to understand asexuality in conversation with 
asexual orientation and in contexts of compulsory sexuality.61

Third, queer and feminist approaches to asexuality also place asexuality 
in direct dialogue with larger power structures and patterns of injustice. The 
concept of compulsory sexuality, in particular, has been a central contribu-
tion of growing asexuality studies research. As a term, it draws on Adrienne 
Rich’s “compulsory heterosexuality” to index the ways in which sexuality, like 
heterosexuality, is assumed to be original, primary, prevalent, preferred, and 
superior, and thus socially rewarded and bolstered, to the detriment of other 
sexualities.62 Developing the term “compulsory sexuality” by drawing on the 
work of legal scholar Elizabeth Emens, Kristina Gupta elaborates on the ways 
in which compulsory sexuality is a system that encourages some people to 
have sex, even while banning marginalized groups from sexual expression 
through the process of “desexualization.”63 Desexualization, as Kim’s work 
explores, functions to render marginalized groups such as people with dis-
abilities, lesbians and transgender people, children and older adults, people of 
size, and some racialized people as “asexual” by default—misusing the term 
“asexuality” in the process.64 Desexualization ranges from discourses around 
people with disabilities not being capable of sex or not being desirable to 
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eugenics-based initiatives for managing a population through controlling 
reproduction by methods of coerced sterilization.

Desexualization and compulsory sexuality are also linked to hypersex-
ualization, or the branding of some groups—most especially gay men and 
racialized groups—as excessively sexual and lascivious and thus in need of 
“population management.” Treatment of people with AIDS in the 1980s, for 
example, and the pivoting of the “AIDS epidemic” as “God’s punishment 
for being gay” demonstrates how the deployment of hypersexualization, in 
combination with homophobia, can have lethal effects on marginalized com-
munities.65 Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman wrote that “heteronormativity 
attempts to snuff out libidinal unruliness by projecting evidence of it onto . . . 
other populations deemed excessively appetitive,” demonstrating how queer 
people can easily become hypersexualized in aggressive and life-threatening 
ways.66 Ianna Hawkins Owen discusses how compulsory sexuality has uneven 
racial histories, such that whiteness has tended to emulate an “asexuality-as-
ideal” as demonstrative of a form of innocence, moral control, and restraint, 
while black people have often been positioned as hypersexual so as to justify 
enslavement, lynching, and other instruments of racism.67 Hypersexualization 
and desexualization have thus been used historically and are in the present 
used as forms of social control and oppression, and toward the maintenance 
of a white, able-bodied, heteropatriarchal nation-state. So while it is fair to 
argue that sex, under the modern regime of sexuality, is encouraged, com-
pulsory sexuality also rests on the white, ableist, and heteronormative hope 
and expectation that some people will not have sex, with the implementation 
of tactics for curtailing sex for those deemed dangerous to a nation-state: gay 
people, queer people, people of color, disabled people. This uneven applica-
tion of compulsory sexuality takes shape differently across social groups such 
that histories of desexualization and hypersexualization are highly specific and 
varied. What is important is that the terminology around compulsory sexu-
ality reminds us that “appropriate” and “normal” levels of desire are always 
caught up in discourses around gender, race, ability, and sexual orientation. 
Feminist and queer research on asexuality thus invites examinations of the 
intersectional histories and present-day realities of compulsory sexuality.

Fourth, feminist and queer researchers have also situated asexuality as a 
possible mode of resistance against oppressive social structures. Asexuality, in 
this sense, is explored less as a sexual orientation than as a political strategy. 
Breanne Fahs explored asexuality as a “radical refusal” in use by women’s lib-
eration feminists such as Cell 16, Dana Densmore and Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz 
(members of Cell 16), and Valerie Solanas.68 In various ways, these feminists 
articulated a refusal of sex, and particularly heterosexual sex, as a means of 
getting things done in the women’s revolution, creating world systems apart 
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from cisgender men, and exploring various forms of erotics between women. 
Asexuality was likewise articulated as both an antisexist and antiracist strat-
egy by figures such as writer Toni Cade Bambara and the Puerto Rican group 
the National Young Lords Party (YLP), as I will explore in the first chapter. 
Bambara articulates sex as a colonial form of control against black women, 
while the women of the YLP staged a sex strike in 1970 as a way to demand 
that changes be made within the party, such as elevating women to positions 
of power, eradicating machismo, and educating the group on feminist con-
cerns.69 Through situating political asexuality as a form of sex rebellion, these 
and other feminists provided an oppositional platform to racism, sexism, and 
patriarchy, as well as to ideas of compulsory sexuality or “sexusociety”—a 
society organized around sex.70

To best illustrate some of the key contributions of a queer and feminist 
approach to asexuality studies, I want to briefly demonstrate how these per-
spectives lend themselves to unpacking representations of asexuality in main-
stream media.71 In a portrayal of asexuality on an episode of Fox network’s 
medical drama House, which originally aired on January 23, 2012 (“Better 
Half ”), a white, young, attractive, presumably able-bodied, heterosexual, mar-
ried, and asexual couple enters the doctor’s office (see figures 0.3a and b). 
Getting caught in the orbit of Dr. Greg House (played by Hugh Laurie) and 
his team of doctors due to a simple bladder infection, the couple become 
promptly suspect in their asexuality and subject to a series of medical tests. 
As the episode unfolds, and Dr. House persists in his disbelief of asexuality, 
asexuality continues to be undermined, erased, and misrepresented on two 
fronts. While the husband is found to have a tumor on his pituitary gland  
that caused his asexuality, his partner is found to be lying about her asexuality 
so as to make her husband happy. Though the couple has been together and 
asexual for ten years, House teaches its audience that their asexuality is impos-
sible. In the words of Dr. House, we learn only that sex is “the fundamental 
drive of our species, sex is healthy” and that “the only people who don’t want 
it are either sick, dead, or lying.”72

Mobilizing feminist and queer approaches to asexuality provides the pos-
sibility for recognizing the harmful and undermining aspects of this repre-
sentation, while also assessing how it reproduces asexuality on terms tied to 
whiteness, normativity, heterosexuality, and able-bodiedness. First, drawing 
on queer and feminist affirmations of asexuality, it is possible to question why 
asexuality is rendered impossible in this scenario—that is because compulsory 
sexuality renders sexual behavior necessary for all subjects deemed “capable” 
of it. Asexuality is represented as impossible, as a fabrication, and as a prob-
lem to be resolved. House’s pernicious portrayal of asexuality effectively ren-
ders the social expectation that sex is a universal norm and obligation that 
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is entangled with whiteness, youth, normativity, able-bodiedness, coupling, 
and heterosexuality. It suggests that physiologically rooted asexuality is itself 
invalid as a sexual identity. Low levels of sexual desire are problematized by 
House as impossible and unfathomable without a medial cause, which, once 
found, opens the door to the practice of healthful coupled sex. House implies 
that it is indeed certain types of bodies that are encouraged to be sexual and 
desire sex and that to not be sexual or desire sex is inherently wrong and in 
need of fixing.

FIGURES 0.3A AND 0.3B. Asexuality on Fox Network’s House; the episode “Better Half” 
originally aired on January 23, 2012. The first image is of the couple learning that a brain 

tumor has led to asexuality in the man and that the woman is lying about asexuality. 
The second image is of the doctors reclining and sharing a cigar after their findings.
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Drawing on intersectional approaches to asexuality, it is possible to 
observe the degree to which whiteness is implicated here along with com-
pulsory sexuality, heterosexuality, and ability. As with the whiteness of the 
couple, the space of medical science in this representation is likewise pri-
marily white as well as mostly male and cisgender. White male doctors are 
shown as scientific researchers who move across spaces of privilege with ease 
and in suits, digging deep into a person’s body through the use of a labora-
tory and its feminized lab assistants. Indeed, sex surfaces here as an obliga-
tion for hetero-coupled subjects under projects of white supremacist race 
preservation, monitored and encouraged at the hands of white doctors.73 
House suggests that even as asexuality is unimaginable, it still is most easily 
framed through whiteness as whiteness gone awry. While sexual reticence 
has been discursively viewed as an achievement of whiteness, as Hawkins 
Owen and Julian Carter both discuss, white asexuality is nonetheless framed 
as a wasted whiteness. In ways parallel to the mourning of white, attractive, 
able-bodied gay men and women by heterosexuality, the white asexual indi-
vidual is mourned as a wasted and wasteful whiteness because of its oblique 
relationship to heterosexual compulsory sexuality. Drawing on the words of 
Julian Carter, the white asexual couple is seen as “wast[ing] the productive 
potential of [their] bod[ies] as a vector for the transmission of whiteness to 
the next generation” by not engaging in sex, sexual reproduction, and sexual 
desire.74 Queer and feminist approaches to this representation thus demand 
an intersectionally grounded suspicion in how asexuality is rendered impos-
sible. Further, a credulous approach to writing off asexuality because it is the 
result of pathology, as Dr. House deduces, challenges medical science as the 
final authority on how people can make meanings of their sexual identities 
and relational lives.

Asexuality, like any other sexual orientation, is widely varied in terms of 
experiences, intersecting identities, and expressions. Health and medical sci-
entific research has seesawed between pathologizing asexuality and legitimat-
ing it as a sexual orientation, whereas feminist and queer researchers have 
explored the political, intersectional, and resistance-based possibilities of 
asexuality, questioning limiting definitions of asexuality and asking that asex-
uality be thought alongside desexualization. Asexual activists and community 
members, as history makers of the asexuality movement, have provided online 
and offline languages, vocabularies, and symbologies around asexuality, argu-
ing for its inclusion in LGBTQ2+ spaces, bringing asexuality into visibility in 
unprecedented ways. Together, the overlapping spaces of research and activ-
ism question asexual omissions in queer spaces and stories and compel us to 
think about sexual orientation and identity beyond sexual attraction.
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AN EROTIC FRAMEWORK

Drawing on the interdisciplinary work outlined above, this book argues that 
asexuality is an unmined provocation of erotic possibilities, a theoretical, 
affective, and relational challenge to imagining what can be. Susie Scott and 
Matt Dawson offer the observation that research on asexuality has tended to 
prioritize asexual people as atomistic units instead of thinking about them in 
contexts of relating.75 Parallel to this analysis, according to Staci Newmahr, 
insufficient research has explored “eroticism in its own right, distinct from 
sexual behaviors and identities.”76 Erotics thus provide a promising language 
for discussing forms of intimacy that are simply not reducible to sex and 
sexuality and that, further, challenge the Freudian doxa that the sexual is at 
the base of all things.

Erotics derive from the Ancient Greek eros, which was understood by 
Plato to be one form of love among many, including friendship love and famil-
ial love, but which was arguably not bound to sexual passion.77 In Symposium, 
eros surfaces as a love for the good, a desire for immortality—a mytho-spir-
itual plane touching with but not bound to sexuality.78 But then in Sigmund 
Freud’s work, eros became bound strongly to sexual passion through the 
assertion that the sexual drive and libido are at the base of all human action 
and relationships—at the base of all erotics.79 Yet even Freud himself admit-
ted that “it is not easy to decide what is covered by the concept ‘sexual.’”80 
Arguing against the restriction of sexuality to sex itself, Freud expanded the 
horizon of “sexuality” or “the sexual” beyond adult heterosexuality. By pro-
vocatively muddying up the separation between sexual love and “nonsexual” 
love, Freud’s lifetime of work argued that sexuality is, essentially, at the base of 
much love and action—starting with child-parent relations, including same-
sex attraction, and through to the “sublimation” of the sexual instinct into 
creative action in the world. Further, even nonsexual action becomes “sexual” 
such that an absence of a sex drive (or asexuality) is understood as “repres-
sion” of one’s sexual instincts.81 The absence and excess of a sexual desire in 
women through frigidity, hysteria, and neuroses—which we could loosely 
term as historical resonances of asexuality—are foundational moments for 
psychoanalysis. Asexuality, the lack of sexual drive or desire, as well as hyper-
sexuality, a deemed excessiveness of sexual desire, especially when found in 
women, became key informants within the formation of Freudian psycho-
analysis. Importantly, through the Freudian tradition, eros came to be under-
stood as rooted in “the sexual” and framed as a sexual life force and libidinal 
energy behind all human progress, action, and “civilization” itself.82 Following 
on Freud, erotics have become popularly conflated with the sex drive, with 
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sexual desire, and more broadly with muddy understandings of sexuality in 
general.83

Yet erotics for feminists, and for my own work in particular, are about 
challenging the conflation of sexual desire with the erotic and thus opening up 
different paradigms for thinking about relating. Writing on Plato and Freud, 
Stella Sandford argues that “eros, in all its manifestations, is neither somatic 
nor psychical, neither ‘sexual’ nor ‘non-sexual,’ but both,” providing an avenue 
into understanding how erotics is not only an appropriate but an ideal term 
for conceptualizing asexuality.84 Queer feminist Lynne Huffer explores how 
the language of erotics and eros seems to make possible a different analysis 
than a focus on “sexuality” permits, suggesting a break from a biopolitical 
sexuality and an attempt to think intimacy in a way that is not affixed to 
neoliberal modes of relating.85 She writes that “eros is the name we can give 
to a mode of living . . . [that is] an uncertain, embodied, disruptive encoun-
ter of subjects with others,” productively centering eros and erotic engage-
ment over sexuality.86 Drawing on Huffer and on a Foucauldian tradition, I 
understand sexuality as a system for categorizing desire that arose as part 
and parcel of capitalism, modernity, and colonialism. As such, sexuality is a 
technique of biopower that invents normalcy and deviancy toward forward-
ing the interests of colonialism, whiteness, wealth, ability, and normality, at 
the expense of sexuality’s “others” including its colonized subjects, people of 
color, poor people, disabled people, and those understood as sexually “devi-
ant.” Grounded in Darwinian evolutionary theories, the development of sexu-
ality as a series of theories of the body is at its heart about reproducing the 
“fit” and preventing the “unfit” from reproducing, and through this managing 
the population.87 As such, the invention of elaborate techniques and forms 
of knowledge have encouraged health and sex among some while discourag-
ing, including through desexualization and hypersexualization, health and sex 
among others. Sex has thus been encouraged within sexuality as compulsory 
with the implicit understanding that some people’s desires for sex must be 
kept in check, must be studied, ordered, exploited, and categorized to pre-
serve common interests of whiteness and morality. If sexuality is harnessed in 
this way by biopolitics toward the regimentation and disciplining of bodies, 
the reproduction of the health of the population, rendering sex compulsory 
for some (through compulsory sexuality) and banning it for others (through 
desexualization), then eros and the erotic can be seen as hoping for another 
tradition of thinking desire.88

In using the language of “erotics,” I draw on a feminist, lesbian, and anti-
racist lineage. Most notably, in her essay “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as 
Power” (1978), Audre Lorde puts forward a multifarious understanding of 
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erotics that breaks with Freudian erotics by centralizing the racialized les-
bian body and feminist antiracist struggle.89 Audre Lorde was a poet, novelist, 
educator, and organizer, who carved out spaces of imagining the interlocking 
identities of being a black feminist, a lesbian, a mother, and a woman. On the 
one hand, Lorde was anything but asexual, as her journals, poetry, and biog-
rapher Alexis De Veaux speak to her relishing of sex, sexual love, and sexual 
seduction in her friendship groups and feminist circles.90 Yet on the other 
hand, Lorde wrote and talked about erotics in a way that did not bind emo-
tional depth and intimate relating to sex.91 This is nowhere more clear than in 
her essay “Uses of the Erotic,” which Lorde wrote four weeks before she found 
out she had breast cancer, in 1978, for the Fourth Berkshire Conference on the 
History of Women held at Mount Holyoke College.92

Writing against what she calls the “superficially erotic”—or what we might 
also think of as the codification of intimacy through the regime of sexuality—
Lorde opens up space for a deep intimacy that is not reliant only on sex and 
sexuality for meaning but that finds satisfaction in a myriad of other activi-
ties and relationships to the self and to others.93 Like with Freud, the erotic 
is an inner resource of power that fuels action and intimacy in the world. 
In distinction to Freud, however, Lorde’s erotic is not a sexually motivated 
energy, instinct, or drive, making conceptual space for asexuality in a way 
that “sexuality” does not. If anything, it is the reverse: The erotic fuels sexual 
desire rather than sexual desire being at the base of the erotic. Sublimation, in 
this sense, drawing on a Lordean framework, is not the sublimation of sexual 
desires or a sexual drive into other life pursuits, but rather involves the trans-
ference of the erotic into various activities, sex included. This transformative 
understanding of the erotic, rather than sexual desire, as at the base of all cre-
ativity, marks Lorde’s work as an intervention in Freudian-based understand-
ings of the flows of desire and the well from which they spur.

While Lorde’s essay relies on a strict gender binary that could be disad-
vantageous to imaging the gender dynamism of asexuality, I understand her 
grounding of the erotic in the “female plane” as speaking to a centralization 
of knowledge that has been epistemically discarded in patriarchal contexts 
through “male models of power” and a “racist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic 
society.”94 For instance, while Freud built psychoanalysis under a “male” prin-
ciple that saw women as envious of masculinity (under the sign of the phal-
lus) and thus wounded, Lorde envisions the erotic as a principle that white 
patriarchal society has ousted—reversing the terms of Freudian discourse and 
revaluing the feminine.95 Reclaiming black lesbian feminist subjecthood as 
an epistemic standpoint from which the erotic generates thus means tapping 
into a “female” way of knowing and feeling—one that is distinct from sexual 
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knowledge generation and its reliance on a god’s-eye view and an assumed 
neutrality of white cisgender male subjecthood. Lorde’s erotic aims to derive 
a different method and knowledge of the body and its actions in an unjust 
world. “The erotic is the nurturer or nursemaid of all our deepest knowledge,” 
Lorde writes—a profound source of knowing otherwise.96 In turn, the erotic is 
not obsessed with sexuality, sexual compartmentalization, or even sexuality’s 
generation of identities from sexology henceforth. It is skeptical of the “euro-
pean-american tradition, [where] need is satisfied by certain proscribed erotic 
comings-together” that restrict the erotic to “the bedroom alone.”97 In this 
sense, a Lordean erotic challenges the centralization of erotic activity under 
the act of “sex.” A Lordean erotic is suspicious of sexuality as it exists in West-
ern paradigms because it has marginalized and erased other forms of knowing 
and sensing while being “misnamed by men and used against women.”98 In 
these ways, Lorde mounts a challenge to sexology-derived and Freud-derived 
popularizations of the erotic that conflate it with sexuality.

Lorde articulates the erotic as expressed in several ways: through relation-
ality or “sharing deeply any pursuit with another person,” through allowing 
for joy and the knowledge of being capable of joy, through a knowledge of the 
self and a life lived with an attunement to an inner knowledge, and also with a 
commitment to refusing unjust deployments of erotics that make others tools 
of our own pleasure.99 A Lordean erotic sees erotics and a critique of injus-
tice as interconnected. To quote more extensively from Lorde, “the principal 
horror of any system which defines the good in terms of profit rather than in 
terms of human need, or which defines human need to the exclusion of the 
psychic and emotional components of that need—the principal horror of such 
a system is that it robs our work of its erotic value, its erotic power and life 
appeal.”100 In this way, the erotic is suggestive of a life energy of refusal and 
revolt, a critique of systems of oppression that strive to make one’s labor, love, 
or time utilizable for the gain of others, thereby sapping one’s erotic life ener-
gies. In this sense as well, the erotic becomes about more than fighting erotic 
injustice, drawing on Gayle Rubin’s phrasing, it is also about developing erotic 
agency—the power to define, redefine, name, and assert in the face of social 
and discursive structures that encourage us to get in line, to tread a path, to be 
straightened into cooperation.101 Yet a Lordean erotic is also about the mun-
dane, and the erotic thrill of doing things for the self and others, deeply and 
with purpose, whether they be “dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, 
examining an idea.”102 It is through this variety of activities as meaningful that 
another asexual erotic is opened—attesting to the ways in which sex can be 
deemphasized as the most deep, meaningful, or erotic activity out there. What 
would it mean if social understandings of sexuality saw these actions—danc-
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ing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examining an idea—as erotic, rather 
than affixing erotics to sex?103 One answer to this lies with Awkward-Rich’s 
opening to this book: Sex would be dismantled as the prima facie experience 
of love, bodily pride, and self-affirmation. This is the vision of this book as 
well as the vision of asexual erotics.104

A Lordean erotic unlocks an attention to both the mundane and the rev-
olutionary, at once relational and rooted in self-empowerment on feminist 
terms. It envisions the erotic as beyond the sexual, evocative of life energies 
and deep seated emotional and psychic needs that cannot be enfolded within 
sexuality. It presents us with a distinct model for thinking about bodily knowl-
edge and, as such, an alternative to sexual identity models. Erotics thus help 
to hone a distinction between sexuality as we know it and sexuality on differ-
ent and other terms. Drawing on Lorde, the erotic opens up another mode of 
knowing and of acquiring knowledge and perhaps even another starting point 
for thinking a/sexual histories. Peter Coviello, in Tomorrow’s Parties: Sex and 
the Untimely in Nineteenth-Century America (2013), contemplates modes of 
erotics in the nineteenth century that never ossified into recognizable sexual 
identities, lost possibilities that challenge the tautological progress narrative 
of sexual history and personal narratives of coming out.105 Coviello, draw-
ing on Michel Foucault’s radical questioning of knowledge formation, under-
mines the assumption that past figures were unable to articulate gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, transgender, and asexual identities because they did not have the 
knowledge we contemporaries have at their disposal.106 Instead, he suggests 
that sexual history is made because other erotic possibilities are unmade. In a 
similar way, Kathryn Kent explores romantic yet not necessarily sexual relat-
ings between middle-class white women as queerly erotic in nature in ways 
that are not reducible to sexual identity and orientation.107 Drawing on these 
insights, this book reflects on how asexual modes of relating have been set 
aside as compulsory sexuality and the centrality of sexual desire to modern 
subject formation has unfolded.

Crucially, the language of erotics also presents a response to theories that 
have tended, as Sharon Holland elucidates in The Erotic Life of Racism (2012), 
to separate sexuality from other aspects of social life and to establish sexual-
ity as its own separate domain.108 For instance, Tracy Bear discusses erotics in 
terms of “the sensualities of .  .  . body, mind, and spirit reunite[d]” and thus 
fundamental to all parts of life and living.109 An attentiveness to erotics, fol-
lowing Holland and Bear, might thus also include disagreeing with Rubin’s 
thesis that sexuality needs its own field of knowledge as a means to address 
erotic injustice.110 What if the cordoning off of sexuality studies as a discreet, 
if interdisciplinary, field of knowledge has failed to attend fully to both the 
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complexity of erotic injustice as well as to the ways in which erotics circulate 
on registers that are not and never were reducible to sexuality?

Multiple other theorists in recent years have drawn on Lorde to think 
about erotics in distinction or in addition to thinking sexuality—further 
pointing to the meanings this term carries for feminist thinking on relating. I 
want to review some of this work here because it provides further insight on 
how erotics can be utilized as a concept. “Erotics” appears centrally in Indig-
enous feminist and queer writing on sexuality and gender as a word that can 
be utilized to challenge the settler colonization of Indigenous sexualities and 
bodies by settler paradigms. Asserting erotic histories and presents of Indig-
enous people in contexts of settler colonialism, “Sovereign Erotics” emerge 
as Qwo-Li Driskill’s term for “speaking of an erotic wholeness healed and/
or healing from the historical trauma that First Nations people continue to 
survive, rooted within the histories, traditions, and resistance struggles of our 
nations.”111 Similarly, Tracy Bear hones an “eroticanalysis” to explore “Indig-
enous erotics” and self-determination including through art, literature, and 
representation.112 A Sovereign Erotics and Indigenous erotics work against the 
ways Indigenous people have been colonized while regrounding erotics in 
connection to “nations, traditions, and histories.”113 This is an approach that, 
like Lorde’s, sees erotics in multiple facets of life rather than limited to sex 
and that grounds erotics in relations. As Mark Rifkin writes, “the erotic .  .  . 
speaks to a sense of embodied and emotional wholeness that includes but 
extends beyond the scenes and practices of sexual pleasure and gratification 
usually termed sexual.”114 Through focusing on erotics with Sovereign Erotics 
and Indigenous erotics, these texts invoke ways in which the erotic might be 
a term more amenable to projects of thinking intimate relating in excess of a 
regimented system of colonial sexuality.

In response to systems that harness our eroticism for the benefit of others, 
Mireille Miller-Young, writing on black women’s agency in pornography, also 
puts forward “erotic sovereignty” as “a process .  .  . wherein sexual subjects 
aspire and move toward self-rule and collective affiliation and intimacy, and 
against the territorializing power of the disciplining state and social corpus.”115 
In this sense, erotics can be utilized toward both critiquing injustice and rei-
magining agency on less restrictive terms. Finally, Angela Willey’s explora-
tions of monogamy have also drawn on Lorde’s theorizations of erotics as 
distinct from sexuality. Like me, Willey sees in the erotic the possibility for 
thinking beyond sexual paradigms as they have been formulated. Further, 
the erotic for Willey opens up opportunities for critiquing sexuality itself. In 
her own words, “we must be willing to critique sexuality as we know it in 
order to understand . . . the erotic body. If we understand ourselves as ‘erotic,’ 
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rather than (self-evidently, or universally) ‘sexual,’ our creaturliness has a dif-
ferent valence.”116 The erotic comes to stand in here as a wanting that cannot 
be encompassed by the sexual regime, the apparatus of sexuality wherein sex 
is prescribed as the remedy and sexual attraction is understood as the bench-
mark for desire and wanting.

While this book actively draws on the language of the erotic above and 
beyond that of sexuality as a concept that, as I have been arguing, creates pos-
sibilities for different ways of conceptualizing intimacy and relating, this is not 
to suggest that the erotic can be a space free of power. L. H. Stallings argues 
that all Eurocentric renderings of erotics and eros are caught up in truth sys-
tems around sexuality and based in white denials of the imaginative aspects of 
sexuality.117 Further, Stallings’s work calls into question the validity of seeking 
a transcendental erotics “as a concept that can be universally applied to vari-
ous communities.”118 Thinking with these critiques, an emphasis on the erotic 
is thus only an attempt to think sexuality beyond sexual and bodily regimen-
tation, an attempt to think through the well-known fact that there are many 
ways to love and be loved, to touch and be touched, to desire and be desired, 
to attract and be attracted, to arouse and be aroused that are not reducible to 
sex or encompassable by sexuality.

“Asexual erotics,” drawing on this rich assemblage of writing but especially 
on Lorde’s formulation, is a phrase I use to think about the critiques, forms 
of reading, and modes of relating that are made possible when asexuality is 
centralized. Much like heterosexuality is presumed to be the default for our 
socially enfleshed lives, so too the sexual—by which I mean being drawn to 
sex through sexual attraction and desire—is presumed to be our default ori-
entation. This book in turn asks, how can we rethink relating when we read 
it asexually, rather than with an investment in the promises of sex and in the 
sexual universal?

I do this through a method of “asexual resonances” that involves under-
taking an asexual reading of texts that may not be obviously asexual or that 
may not be identifiable as “asexual” in terms of orientatory definitions. This 
method assumes that “where there is queerness there is also asexuality,” argu-
ing that our investment in excavating queer genealogies, in particular, through 
an attachment to the sexual, has led to a tradition of neglect when it comes to 
asexuality.119 This asexual reading practice involves remaining critical of how 
sex and sexuality are mobilized and toward what ends with the goal of inter-
rogating compulsory sexuality. I understand the work of asexual critique and 
asexual identity as linked in the sense that asexual identity has made possible 
a critique of compulsory sexuality and desexualization. In turn, the work of 
critique can open up queer and feminist theoretical spaces to nonsexual and 
asexual contributions.
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Many of the texts I examine are, in part, visual in nature; they are films 
and photographs. In analyzing these through a model of asexual resonances, 
I try to question and complicate what are perceived to be sexual motivations 
for relating—that is, the assumption that it is a desire for sex and sexual attrac-
tion that motivates people to form intimate bonds with one another. I have 
found that looking at how feminist, queer, and lesbian relating is represented 
in visual mediums is a potent strategy for asking what makes being drawn to 
another sexual, rather than, say, asexual. I suggest throughout that the moti-
vation for relating—and especially feminist, queer, and lesbian relating—is 
not always sexual and often asexual in its erotics. This Lordean claim seems 
both obvious and overstated and yet little work has been done on exploring 
these asexual nodes of intimacy and what they might mean for understanding 
systems of sexuality.

The erotic is integral here because it assists me in thinking about relation-
ality in a way that focusing on identity does not. While it is true that sexual 
identities are formed through relating to others (by way of “attraction”), this 
schema makes little sense for asexuality where attraction is not primarily sex-
ual. The erotic, and especially a Lordean erotic, is thus a source of energy for 
thinking about how asexuality can be a sexual identity and orientation even 
while it can also be an affective, relational, and theoretical mode. Asexual 
erotics refer simultaneously to the erotics of asexual identity as to the “asex-
ual” currents, moments, and erotic energies in all lives. Again, this practice 
is grounded in asexuality—and my own gray-asexuality, if you will—because 
it is only through asexuality that a sufficient critique of compulsory sexual-
ity as limiting to people across spectrums and different positionalities can be 
developed.

Asexual erotics are suggestive of language that does not yet exist, of forms 
of erotic expression that are not feasible as identities or even nameable as 
properties in the first place. Asexuality and asexual erotic modes have figured 
as “nondiacritical differences,” drawing again on Sedgwick’s crucial insight 
that we tend to fixate on the gender of object choice in how we describe our 
erotic capacities, rather than on any number of other things.120 Yet through 
the production of asexual identity, new and further “nondiacritical differ-
ences” are formed. Drawing again on Coviello’s fascinating account of erotic 
expressions in nineteenth-century American writing, certain erotic expres-
sions became unarticulateable with the crystallization of heterosexual and 
homosexual identities throughout the twentieth century. Coviello catalogues 
these erotic glimpses, asking, “What could have counted as sexuality? Was 
it a circumscribed set of bodily practices? A form of identification? A mode 
of relation? Was sexuality an aspect of one’s identity?”121 Drawing on Lorde, 
could it have been “dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examin-
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ing an idea”?122 Or, drawing on Awkward-Rich, perhaps “Reading. Lying flat 
on [one’s] back staring at the ceiling. Peeling back the skin of a grapefruit”?123 
Drawing on the erotic, I believe, allows for asexuality to be theorized on rela-
tional rather than singularly identitarian terms.

Further, exploring erotics on more expansive terms, which make space for 
asexual relating, is uniquely pertinent to contexts in which sexuality is com-
pulsory and asexuality arises as an identifiable and nameable sexual identity. It 
is fascinating to think that the domain of sexuality is so codified that asexual 
modes of relating can be identifiable as a sexual identity in itself. In this sense, 
asexuality partakes in the “language [that] solidif[ies] . . . the very positing of 
something called sexuality as the self ’s most anxiously managed and tended-
to property, something each of us is understood to have.”124 Throughout this 
book, in thinking about erotics rather than identification, I am interested in 
the ways that asexual flows are central to feminist, queer, and lesbian relating 
even while they often become understood on sexual terms. In thinking of an 
asexual erotics, this book is interested in challenging compulsory sexuality 
while drawing out erotic moments that also skirt around, radically refuse, or 
are adjacent to sexual expression.

INTIMATE READINGS

In Asexual Erotics I get intimate with asexuality by reading compulsory sex-
uality through various modes of asexual erotics and their implications for 
feminist, queer, and lesbian theory, politics, representation, and relating. 
My chapters take up the temporal frame of the late 1960s onward, looking 
to feminist political celibacy/asexuality, lesbian bed death, the asexual queer 
child, and the aging spinster as four figures that are asexually resonant and 
that benefit from an asexual reading, from being read in an asexually affirm-
ing rather than asexually skeptical manner. While many late nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-century feminists were centrally invested in a politics of asex-
uality and spinsterhood that disrupted ties with men under patriarchy, this 
period lies outside of my temporal framework.125 I begin with the late 1960s 
as a time when compulsory sexuality intensified and became increasingly 
tied, over subsequent decades, to feminist and later lesbian and queer notions 
of empowerment, politics, and subjectivity. Each chapter has something to 
say about asexual erotics, about the ways in which erotics have had asexual 
moments in feminist, lesbian, and queer countercultures. The chapters find it 
impossible and undesirable to separate the three domains of queer, feminist, 
lesbian from each other, just as I argue it is impossible to separate them from 
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asexuality. The discursive, relational, and representational fields of feminist, 
queer, lesbian, and as I argue, asexual identities and politics are inextricably 
knotted with each other—they are co-constituting terms. What my analysis 
hopes to prove is not only that feminist, lesbian, queer are tangled terrains but 
also that they are erotically entangled with asexuality in ways that have gone 
unheeded.

Throughout Asexual Erotics I will use “nonsexuality” in addition to “asex-
uality.”126 While understanding the terms as related and overlapping, I think 
that “nonsexuality” is often a less contentious term and one that is not always 
identitarian in nature. “Asexuality,” on the other hand, I put to use to ride the 
edge of asexual identification and the importance of arguing for its legitimacy 
as a sexual identity as well as the more relational, broader, more capacious, 
and less identitarian implications of the term. “Nonsexuality” is also a useful 
term because it helps make sense of the ways that various articulations and 
iterations of low sexual desire and sexual absence, although they have always 
existed, have not always been nameable as “asexuality” or coalesced under an 
identity of asexuality that has subjective meaning for those who use it.127 Fol-
lowing on the work of Foucault and other historians of sexuality, it is possible 
to argue that “asexuality” has arisen as a sexual identity only within recent 
decades, as outlined earlier in the introduction.128 While the book explores 
several forms of asexuality—political celibacy, lesbian bed death, intergenera-
tional love, and aging adult spinsterhood—this list of asexual erotics could be 
extended to platonic love, Boston marriages, first-wave feminist chaste erotics, 
aphansis, so-called sexual desire disorders, frigidity, the figures of the prude 
and virgin, and religiously situated chastity.129 Each has compelling asexual 
tales to tell that will require further rethinkings of sex, sexuality, feminism, 
queerness, lesbianism, and asexuality.

Notably, there have been several academic and popular books focused 
on various forms of nonsexualities in recent years, demonstrating the rising 
importance of this topic. For instance, queer theorist Michael Cobb has pub-
lished Single: Arguments for the Uncoupled (2012), historians Alison Moore 
and Peter Cryle coauthored Frigidity: An Intellectual History (2011), and liter-
ary and queer theorist Benjamin Kahan has authored Celibacies: American 
Modernism and Sexual Life (2013). Also, popular books such as Rachel Hills’s 
The Sex Myth (2015) and Kate Bolick’s Spinster: Making a Life of One’s Own 
(2015) likewise provide asexually resonant, and sometimes asexually explicit 
readings of popular culture.130 Asexual, celibate, and nonsexual archives—
much like gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer ones—necessitate a 
broad understanding of identity, an eclecticism of cultural texts, and a feeling-
based attunement in selecting these texts. This calls for “intimate readings” of 
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compulsory sexuality—readings that are invested, asexually driven, and often 
autobiographically inflected. In undertaking my intimate readings, I rely on a 
feeling-based approach that examines sexuality through asexuality “haunted 
by the persistence of affect . . . across time.”131

The story of Asexual Erotics begins with the women’s liberation move-
ment in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In “The Erotics of Feminist Revolu-
tion: Political Celibacies/Asexualities in the Women’s Movement,” I look at 
erotics as an energizing form of movement organizing rooted in challenging 
sexism, racism, classism, heteronormativity, and homophobia. Political celi-
bacies/asexualities emerge here as an erotic component and central feminist 
tool of challenging injustice during that time period. I explore the theoretical 
and practical antiracist celibacy of Toni Cade Bambara and the Young Lords 
Party, the nihilist asexuality of Valerie Solanas, the separatist asexuality/celi-
bacy of groups such as Cell 16 and The Feminists, and the lesbian celibacy of 
The Furies. I argue that feminism from the early moments of organizing has 
had strong asexual rather than sexual undercurrents that formed the ground 
for a particular erotics of the movement that has gone unexplored. I argue, 
more implicitly, that political celibacy/asexuality’s dismissal from feminist 
accounts is drawn from the same fabric as widespread dismissal of asexual 
identity—namely, a system of compulsory sexuality that holds sex as central 
to relationality and community making while rendering asexuality, political 
celibacy/asexuality, and other nonsexualities backwards and “antisex.” “The 
Erotics of Feminist Revolution” thus questions the categorical separation of 
celibacy from asexuality—that is, the separation of political identity and ori-
entatory identity—arguing that both asexual modes exist in contexts of com-
pulsory sexuality in which to be nonsexual is to be incomplete.

In the second chapter, “Lesbian Bed Death, Asexually: An Erotics of Fail-
ure,” my object of study is lesbian bed death. Looking at the emergence of the 
concept of lesbian bed death as well as its presence in mainstream film and TV 
representations of lesbianism and lesbian art, I ponder on the erotics of what 
is perceived to be failed sexuality and the failure of lesbian identity. Providing 
an analysis of academic representations of lesbian bed death, I next explore 
how lesbian bed death is represented within popular representations of lesbi-
ans in television and film, and particularly in The Fosters (2013–2018) and The 
Kids Are All Right (2010). I argue that lesbian bed death’s appearance and dis-
appearance in these texts speaks to anxieties over lesbian identity and the role 
of sex within coalescing this identity. Asexuality, I suggest, comes to stand in 
as failed lesbianism even while it underwrites many moments within lesbian 
theorizing, including Boston marriages, intimate friendships, the woman-
identified-woman of lesbian feminism, and lesbian and queer trauma. Next, I 
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explore the figure of the bed in “lesbian art,” such as in Tammy Rae Carland’s 
Lesbian Beds series (2002) and Kyle Lasky’s Lesbian Bedrooms II (2011), situat-
ing these visual representations of the bed as a politicized engagement that is 
resonant with asexuality. Throughout the chapter, I explore the erotic charge 
of asexuality for lesbianism as related to ideas of it as failure and in distinction 
to the happy poster child that asexuality is often required to be to gain cred-
ibility as a sexual identity in the first place. I identify this as, following Berlant 
and Edelman, an “asexuality without optimism,” an erotics of failure which 
challenges celebratory identity politics.132 Studying the “failure” of lesbian bed 
death, the chapter asks us to trouble happiness and wellness-centered narra-
tives of asexuality, looking instead at the moribund registers of asexuality and 
how they do damage to capitalist ideals of productive selfhood.

The third chapter, “Growing into Asexuality: The Queer Erotics of Child-
hood,” considers intergenerational erotics toward formulating a “growing into” 
rather than “growing out of ” asexuality. While asexuality is commonly framed 
as a “phase” that one grows out of as one matures and approaches queer iden-
tity, I put forward that asexuality can be fruitfully understood as a “growing 
into.” Beginning with an autobiographical remembering of intergenerational 
erotics, I explore both how childhood is desexualized and queer rebuttals of 
this desexualization. Following this, I turn to Maggie Nelson’s “auto-theo-
retical” tribute to queer maternity and desire, The Argonauts (2015), reading 
the text from an asexually attuned perspective.133 I argue that read alongside 
Valerie Solanas’s SCUM Manifesto, The Argonauts offers us asexual intergen-
erational erotics founded on a “growing into” asexuality, queering and asexu-
alizing stories of development. In the final portion of the chapter, I examine 
the work of two queer artists, Catherine Opie’s Self-Portrait/Nursing (2004) 
and Self-Portrait/Cutting (1993) and Vivek Shraya’s Trisha (2016), exploring 
how they further complicate our understandings of intergenerational sexual-
ity through a “time spells” engagement with desire that challenges the typical 
temporalities of maturity narratives and intergenerational love.134

In the fourth chapter, “Erotics of Excess and the Aging Spinster,” I contem-
plate the erotics of the aging spinster as an erotics of excess rather than lack 
and absence. Even while asexuality is held to be a site of sexual lack, think-
ing with the spinster I find that asexuality can also be understood as a site 
of erotic excess. Unpacking the desexualization of aging adults, the chapter 
provides a review of literature on sexuality and aging, arguing that it partakes 
in a misrendering of asexuality that has detrimental effects for both asexual-
ity as an identity and older adults as a disenfranchised group. Turning toward 
the figure of the spinster in feminist work and examining the film Frances 
Ha (2012), directed by Noah Baumbach and written by Baumbach and Greta 
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Gerwig, I posit asexual erotics as an erotics of excess—in the sense of erotic 
excess, as an excess of whiteness, and as in excess of lesbian and heterosexual 
identity.135

Finally, in the epilogue, “Tyrannical Celibacy: The Anti-Erotics of Misog-
yny and White Supremacy,” I turn to a recent series of events that took place 
in Toronto, Ontario, as I was finishing work on this book: a mass murder of 
pedestrians on a busy street corner that was done as a terrorist revenge crime 
by someone identified as an “incel”—an involuntary celibate. I explore how 
the existence of a misogynistic form of violence in the name of, or rather as a 
compensation for, “involuntary celibacy” functions as an expression of white 
entitlement that speaks to the importance of studying compulsory sexuality’s 
entanglement with whiteness and patriarchy. Briefly looking at the history of 
the term “incel” and its uses, I demonstrate how feminist concepts including 
“injustice” and “celibacy” can ultimately be picked up in unpredictable ways. 
I argue that while similar in name to feminist political celibacy, involuntary 
celibacy, when practiced in tyrannical ways, is a form of anti-erotics that func-
tions to quash the erotic expression of others as well as feminist and antiracist 
world transformation.

Taken together, Asexual Erotics: Intimate Readings of Compulsory Sexual-
ity studies modern attachments to sex and sexuality and their constitutive 
role in feminist, lesbian, and queer scholarship. It explores attachments to the 
promises of sex through asexual resonances including the figures of political 
celibacy/asexuality, lesbian bed death, the queer asexual child, and the aging 
spinster, arguing for an asexual erotics that can stand as a queer feminist asex-
ual articulation of relationality. In looking at filmic, fictional, online, photo-
graphic, and theoretical sources, Asexual Erotics assembles a compendium of 
asexual possibilities that speaks against the centralization of sex and sexuality 
within intimate subject formation and the dangerously unjust applications of 
compulsory sexuality.
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