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Context— Me & This Zine:

I’m a 30-something queer asexual aromantic (aroace) 
dyadic non-binary trans freak of the hyper-educated sort-of 
Jewish, white person variety. I’m aroace. And I like it that way. I 
don’t do the romance / dating thing and I really never have. My 
life is shaped by intense non-normative relationships (that I do 
with other rainbow freaks). I'm also an introverted, socially 
awkward, neurodivergent spoonie who processes ideas with lots 
of words. I've also been an active ace community member for 
more than a decade and seen the landscape of of ace community
discourse (in the literal, broad-sweeping sense) evolve, and 
people's responses to aceness shift over time. (Nothing is linear.) 

It's early 2018. We're in the midst of another round of 
online anti-ace hostility— mostly on tumblr— though this one's 
already lasted a while and shows no signs of cycling down 
anytime soon. Many of the arguments revolve around where/how
aces fit into LGBTQ+ communities. This zine isn't about that, but 
it is a reaction to the discursive context that allows that hostility
make sense in the first place.

I could scream “neoliberalism!” at the top of my lungs, 
but that wouldn't do any good because it's insidious, and we're 
stuck with a focus on disembodied, individual, abstract 
“identities”, inaccurately under the name of “identity politics”. 
Don't get me wrong— subjectivity is important, but massive 
structures of power and violence don't just act on what's going on
inside people's heads... 

As much as it's out of fashion to admit it, these violent 
structures target people for how they do relationships, how 
they're “read” & “coded” socially as they move through the 
world, the spaces they occupy and their community affiliations, 
etc. These things don't divide up neatly according to “identity 
labels” but they must be part of anything aimed at resisting (and 
ultimately overthrowing) the oppressive social order.

This zine is a collection of essays that I wrote at different 
points in time— all somehow about that very issue. They are 
strung together with common threads of situated identity and 
(my own) embodied queerness. I invite you, dear reader, to take 
from these words what you will.

-- Omnes et Nihil
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Content Warnings:

Discussion of heterosexism, cissexism and related systems
of oppression like compulsory heterosexuality, compulsory 
sexuality and amatonormativity. This includes discussions of 
things like homophobic and transphobic violence, sexual 
harassment, and fatphobia and disableism. There are also a 
couple mentions of things like sex, various body parts, and 
(hypothetical) masturbation.

It's pretty much what you might expect from a zine by a 
queer non-binary trans aroace who's writing about embodied 
queerness in a heteronormative, gender-policing society. 
Sometimes people are terrible. That's all part of my experience. 
So there aren't individual content-warnings for individual pieces.

There's also some math in one section—because I 
apparently can't talk about social relations without talking about 
math— but it's mostly a metaphor and you can skip that part 
without losing much.

Content-warnings are a “heads-up” about topics that 
some people might need to prepare themselves for. If they seem 
like overkill to you, please respect that they're for someone else.
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Identity as an Expression of Both 
Uniqueness and Group Membership

 Introduction

“Identity” is on of those tricky words. It can mean 
different things in different contexts and to different people. 
Conceptually, is my identity a statement / expression of my 
uniqueness or of what I share with others? Or both? (Logically, 
there could also be an argument for neither, but I’m not so 
interested in that.) 

Is my identity the sum total of my sense of self situated in
my social context? Or is it a singular, modular piece, disembodied
from everything (an “ace” identity, a “non-binary” identity, 
etc.)? Or both?

The (multidimensional) multiplicity of “identity” is ironic 
given that it’s the logical “law of identity”1 which says that this 
very multiplicity will make conversations about identity 
ambiguous and confusing. And logic and math usages of the term 
offer a good metaphor for anyone interested in that kind of thing
(it's how I got there, but you can skip that part if it's not useful). 

 On logic & math meanings of “identity”— a metaphor 
for different meanings of “identity”

The “law of identity” basically says that discussions get 
wonky when one thing isn’t equivalent to itself or, otherwise 
stated, when one thing has multiple meanings in the same 
conversation. At the same time, “identity” is used logically as an 
expression of uniqueness as well as an expression of something 
universally true.  

In logic, the law of identity states that (i.e., A = A). We 
know (and assume to be true) that A is equal / equivalent to 
itself. This is also a statement of uniqueness, because when 
there’s something which is not A, then we already know that it 
can’t be A. 

1 For furthre reading: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law_of_identity 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law_of_identity
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And expressing that in predicate logic, yields something in
terms of... if you have x which is equivalent to A and you also 
have z which is equivalent to A, you know upfront that x and z 
have to be the same thing. You can’t have two different things, x
and z, which are both A. So x and/or z are a single unique thing 
(i.e., A). E.g., If my brother is Batman and your friend is Batman 
(in a logical world where Batman = Batman, i.e., there is only 1 
Batman), then my brother and your friend are the same person.

There are also statements of identity, or of logical 
equivalence2 between two seemingly different things, that 
proclaim (or communicate) that one thing is another thing— that 
the two are logically equivalent. That means that in terms of 
how they function logically, they are interchangeable, and 
substantively only 1 thing under two different names. In other 
words, they are so much the same that they can’t be two 
different things. (It’s a little bit like a single person going by two 
different names— they’re still the same person.) Identity in that 
sense is a statement of (functional) uniqueness.

The flip side of that though, is that this unique 
functionality can be expressed in many different forms. And 
some of those forms are always going to work. There are many 
different statements of identity / logical equivalence that are 
useful because regardless of what A is, they are ways to express 
something logically equivalent3. 

There are so many different types of these. E.g., “My cat 
is grey” is equivalent to saying “My cat is grey or my cat is grey” 
and the two statements will always be equivalent. And “My cat is
sleepy and my cat is grey” is equivalent to saying “My cat is grey 
and my cat is sleepy” and both always will always be equivalent. 

In other words, logical identities (or equivalences) are 
universal. And that’s basically the sense that we talk about 
identities in math. A mathematical identity4 is an equality (or 
equation) that is always true, no matter what values you put into
the variables. They are universal (at least within the confines of 
a given “universe”). They are a relation shared by all the 
numbers.

2 For further reading: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Logical_equivalence 
3 http://www.cs.odu.edu/~cs381/cs381content/logic/prop_logic/identities/i

dentities.html has some examples with explanation for further reading.
4 For furthre reading: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Identity_(mathematics) 
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For any (real / complex number) angle θ, we know that: 
(sin θ)2 + (cos θ)2 = 1.

For any real numbers a, n, and m, we know that:
a(n+m) = (an) x (am).

So for identity, there’s both uniqueness and universality. 
And that’s a good metaphor for how social identity is 
simultaneously about something unique and something broadly 
shared across the “universe” of the social context. The point is 
there is a tension between different meanings of “social” 
identity, and that plays out in logic and math too, in some form.

 Two main approaches to identity summarised:

Broadly, when it comes to “identity”, there’s an inherent 
tension between uniqueness and universality; between the 
individual and the collectively shared— a dialectical tension 
between individuality and relationality.

Part 1: All-encompassing “identity”— the *unique* self 
(which is situated, and therefore defined relationally)

 “Identity” is the all-encompassing sense of self that 
can’t be described succinctly or with a single label or 
string of labels. My identity in this sense is every aspect of
who I am and what it means to be me, as I exist in and 
move through the world. It is therefore a reflection of my 
uniqueness, even as it is situated and can only be properly
understood in my social context.

 When I say that being asexual is part of my identity, or 
that my identity is asexual (among other things)… I 
mean that being asexual is part of who I am as a person, 
and how I experience the world. I mean that it matters to
me and that it’s intertwined with other aspects of who I 
am. It means that I share *something* in common with 
other ace folks.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Identity_(mathematics
http://www.cs.odu.edu/~cs381/cs381content/logic/prop_logic/identities/identities.html
http://www.cs.odu.edu/~cs381/cs381content/logic/prop_logic/identities/identities.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Logical_equivalence
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Part 2: Identity as a dislocated aspect of self that is 
socially relevant and shared among a group

 “Identity” can also be the dislocated aspect of self, that
is socially relevant and shared with some kind of group,
and as such, it can be named or labelled succinctly. In 
that sense, “an identity” or “one of my identities” is an 
aspect of my whole self which represents some kind of 
affinity with a group or shared experience. An “identity” 
is an inherently relational label, even if it’s just a small 
piece of a larger whole. 

 When I say that I have an asexual identity (among 
others)… I mean that I think of myself as asexual, as 
having something in common with other aces, as being 
part of that group or community. I am acknowledging the 
ways I interface with the violence of heteronormativity’s 
regulatory power, proclaiming *how* I am not “the norm”,
and declaring instead what *I am* and where I belong. I’m
saying that this aspect of my experience “makes sense”— 
and giving you my chosen label to help you understand.  

p. 8
Part 1: the all-encompassing unique self (which is situated & 
relational)

“Identity” is the all-encompassing sense of self that can’t 
be described succinctly or with a single label or string of labels. 
My identity in this sense is every aspect of who I am and what it 
means to be me. This sense of self isn’t necessarily permanent— 
it’s likely going to change over time— but it’s generally stable in 
that it probably won’t radically shift moment to moment, and 
there’s some continuity about the way someone experiences it.

(And when there isn’t stability / continuity, that’s when 
people find themselves without a clear sense of self— or in the 
case of multiplicity / systemhood, “selves” or distinct aspects / 
facets of self—, perhaps trying to puzzle out who they are or 
struggling with an “identity crisis”.)

“Identity” is the all-encompassing sense of self that can’t 
be described succinctly or with a single label or string of labels. 
My identity in this sense is every aspect of who I am and what it 
means to be me. This sense of self isn’t necessarily permanent— 
it’s likely going to change over time— but it’s generally stable in 
that it probably won’t radically shift moment to moment, and 
there’s some continuity about the way someone experiences it. 
(And when there isn’t stability / continuity, that’s when people 
find themselves without a clear sense of self— or in the case of 
multiplicity / systemhood, selves or distinct aspects / facets of 
self— perhaps trying to puzzle out who they are or struggling 
with an “identity crisis”.)

“Identity” is a sense of self that isn’t necessarily 
permanent— it’s likely going to change and evolve over time— 
but it’s probably going to be generally stable in the sense that it 
probably won’t radically shift moment to moment.

The stability of identity doesn’t mean that there has to be
some objective, internal “truth” to identity. There’s no need to 
go there. People might very well be creating their sense of self, 
moment-to-moment, with how they think about themselves and 
the things they have done and begin or continue to do, how they 
react to things, etc. People (like Judith Butler) have argued that 
agency is in the active engagement in creating and recreating a 
seemingly-stable self or identity, with the possibility for change 
(or consistency) in the “repetitions”. 
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But *how* it happens isn’t really the point. Even if 
“relative stability of sense of self” is produced or constructed 
moment-to-moment (i.e., in a social constructionist sense), it’s 
still a thing that gets produced.

In that sense, it’s kind of like how specific (i.e., 
“episodic”) memories might seem relatively stable and offer a 
sense of continuity even though they don’t exist as static things 
in the brain but are instead actively constructed and 
reconstructed in context during various retrieval attempts or 
“rememberings”.

To be clear, that’s about *how* all explicit memories are 
“recalled”. This does not imply that memories are false. (People 
often erroneously assume that if memories are “constructed / 
reconstructed” that’s the same thing as memories being 
“fabricated” or “false”, even though that’s a fundamental 
misunderstanding about how memory works generally.) 

The ways that various types of psychologists might be 
using “construction” or “reconstruction” aren’t necessarily 
intuitive to people outside of those academic disciplines. For 
example, there are a couple widely-cited papers writing about 
that stuff— for instance about autobiographical memory as 
constructed5 and about how constructionist approaches to 
episodic memory work more broadly as approaches6.

The point of all this is, even if identity (or memory, or 
something else) is the result of an ongoing, moment-to-moment 
active process of self-creation, the stable self or identity (or 
memory or whatever else) exists and it’s very real.

In this all-encompassing sense, a person’s identity is 
unique to them, because they, alone, are themselves with their 
sum total of experiences and characteristics. It’s a situated 
identity— the self is always already a self in context. 
5 For example, Martin Conway & Christopher Pleydell-Pearce's article “The 

Construction of Autobiographical Memories in the Self-Memory System” in 
the Psychological Review (volume 107, issue 2; 2000; pp. 261-288). Available
without a paywall: http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?
doi=10.1.1.621.9717&rep=rep1&type=pdf 

6 For example, Demis Hassabis and Eleanor Maguire's article “Deconstructing 
Episodic Memory With Construction” in Trends in Cognitive Sciences (volume
11, issue 7; July 2007; pp. 299-306). Available without a paywall: 
https://media.eurekalert.org/aaasnewsroom/2008/FIL_000000000482/H&M
_TiCS.pdf 
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How people interface with larger social systems and the 
resistance and marginalisation they face as they move through 
the world is also part of that sense of self. Those experiences 
might be diverse but together they form a totality. And that 
totality for one person will never be identical to that totality for 
someone else. In that all encompassing sense, “identity” is 
literally an expression of that person’s uniqueness.

Now, there are always going to be many more aspects of a
person and their experience than are part of their subjective 
sense of self or subjectively experienced “identity”. Some things 
are absent from someone’s identity because they are just not 
socially relevant.

There are various reasons why someone might not think 
about part of their experience as as aspect of their identity, 
including that the aspect of experience isn’t socially relevant. 
Consider the example of blood type. Arguably everyone has one. 
There are different categories. Sometimes they have very real 
life-or-death consequences. And yet, I don’t typically consider 
my blood type as part of my identity because it’s not socially 
relevant.

I know my blood type. But my blood type doesn’t affect 
my day-to-day life, in the sense that I’ve never needed a blood 
transfusion (and my medical history excludes me from being a 
blood donor). And blood-type it isn’t part of the broad cultural 
discourse of how I interact with people out in the world or in 
personal relationships. So chances are, people would find it odd 
if my blood type were a substantive part of my identity.

Similarly, my brother recently gave blood for the first 
time only to be informed that his typing-at-birth was incorrect. 
This did not shatter or substantively alter his identity. He didn’t 
even know how he’d been typed as a baby until he decided to 
donate blood and therefore asked my mother about his type. The
revelation didn’t inspire any kind of crisis or change how he 
thought about himself. As far as I know, this has had a negligible 
impact on his identity, and any impact it might have would be 
more about “becoming a person who regularly donates blood 
products” because he is a “universal plasma donor”. Having said 
that, I don’t think there was even that effect. 

https://media.eurekalert.org/aaasnewsroom/2008/FIL_000000000482/H&M_TiCS.pdf
https://media.eurekalert.org/aaasnewsroom/2008/FIL_000000000482/H&M_TiCS.pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.621.9717&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.621.9717&rep=rep1&type=pdf


p. 11

On the other hand, there are other social contexts where 
blood type is socially relevant, with blood type personality 
theory7. The other day, someone was just telling me how in 
kindergarten (not in Canada), students were required to list their
blood types for the yearbook and it was something regularly 
discussed. I don’t think this particular person’s blood type is 
integral to their identity, but they likely went to school with 
some people for whom it likely was a substantive part, in a social
context where that wouldn’t be considered “bizarre”.

Whether or not something is “socially relevant” depends 
on social context. Something that might be part of people’s 
identities in one context might not be in another context. On the
other hand, some things are absent explicitly from someone’s 
identity because they are ever-present and taken-for-granted— 
because they are an implicit part of identity. 

There are various reasons why someone might not think 
about part of their experience as as aspect of their identity. 
Some things are absent explicitly from someone’s identity 
because those things are ever-present and taken-for-granted 
aspects of their experience— because they are an implicit part of
identity. And sometimes it can be useful to try to make taken-
for-granted things explicit— particularly as a first step toward 
making the world a more accessible place.

Very often aspects of experience that are shared with 
many others and which aren’t made “noticeable” through 
conflicts with the context are taken-for-granted. While it is very 
socially relevant that I am a typically hearing person, for 
instance, it’s generally only an implicit part of my identity.

[I’m using the phrase “typically hearing” instead of just 
“hearing” because there are may different ways that people can 
hear. It’s not just a matter of can vs. can’t hear, or even 
“degrees of hearing loss” (when there a loss). This also 
emphasises that there are many ways— not just degrees— of 
hearing. E.g., auditory processing issues affect how people hear.]

While I do have some minor auditory processing issues, I 
generally consider my hearing to be “typical enough”. Namely, 
(in the absence of situations of sound-based sensory overload), 
my hearing is generally unnotable for me.

7 Explained at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blood_type_personality_theory
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This is in contrast to people who face barriers on a 
regular basis in interactions with people who communicate by 
producing and hearing spoken words and/or who communicate 
using other means (e.g., sign language).

While I’m aware that my interactions with others are 
almost always guided by my ability to hear, it’s not one of the 
first things that comes to mind when I think about who I am. 
(Often I mis-hear people, sometimes with humourous effect, but 
that’s a mild issue with auditory processing that underscores how
uneventfully most of my hearing-based interactions proceed.) 
Under most circumstances, I take my hearing for granted as (at 
most) an implicit part of my identity. However, this is something I
think about much more frequently when I’m interacting with 
Deaf community members and with friends with serious auditory 
processing issues.

I would argue that it’s worthwhile to try to make explicit 
in people’s “sense of self” or “identity” the socially relevant 
things they might take for granted, like being typically hearing. 
That’s necessary to challenging structural issues of 
marginalisation and oppression, such as audism8, to destablising 
the prescriptive norms, like hearing-centric-ness of society, and 
to building spaces and societies that are more accessible to many
more people. 

(When it comes to making these kinds of changes re: 
hearing-centric society and building in ways for everyone to 
communicate other than speaking-hearing, that will also benefit 
people who might have difficulty with spoken language for non-
hearing related reasons.)

Doing that destabilising / rendering-explicit of what 
would otherwise be implicit or “hidden” is also part of shifting 
the whole paradigm around accessibility barriers and social 
organisation.

For example, when signing Deaf people can’t 
communicate with non-signing, typically-hearing people, it’s not 
because the Deaf people can’t hear. It’s because the typically-
hearing people can’t sign. That’s not a simple thing to change on 
a societal level, but it would be possible. 

8 For an explanation: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Audism 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Audism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blood_type_personality_theory
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For instance, my local school system teaches English 
(and/or French) but not ASL, and soon-to-be-parents are not 
generally encouraged to learn ASL (or other sign languages) nor 
are they given resources to teach it to their children. And while 
there are programs aimed at children’s early language develop- 
-ment, they do not include development of any sign language. 

But I could imagine a world where everyone is taught ASL 
(or other sign languages) early on, as first, second, third, etc. 
languages. This would help restructure society so that Deaf 
people would face fewer communication barriers (since most 
people would be able to sign), offer additional communication 
options for others who have difficulty with spoken language 
(e.g., people who are always or occasionally non-verbal or 
bordering on non-verbal).

Incidentally, it would also promote early language 
development for children generally— learning some kind of sign 
language early promotes language development in ways that are 
transferable to other languages, including spoken language. 
(e.g., despite what critics of sign language might argue, 
typically-hearing children raised in oral environments develop 
spoken language slightly more quickly if they learn to sign at a 
very early age— learning to sign certainly does not delay 
development of other / spoken languages.)

Generally, I move through the world without having to 
think about how hearing-centric it is. In contrast, Deaf and 
deafened and hard-of-hearing people will undoubtedly be acutely
aware of the barriers they face in a hearing-centric society, 
likely to the point where it will be explicitly part of their 
identity. (Often, people who experience progressive hearing loss 
might be very hesitant to acknowledge the change in hearing 
status, and be unwilling to try hearing-aids— owing to how this 
might challenge their sense of self, or create a crisis of identity).

In particular, Deaf people are people who have a positive 
Deaf identity and affiliation with other Deaf folks. In very broad-
strokes, Deafness is not just about “not hearing” or “not hearing 
typically” but instead about positive group membership, a shared
language or languages (there are many different sign languages), 
cultural tradition, humour, etc. (To be clear, not everyone who 
might be classified as “deaf” according to an audiogram will be 
Deaf.)
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Being Deaf may carry a sense of shared collective 
experience (i.e., of being Deaf in a hearing-centric world), 
affiliation with other Deaf people and the possibility of creating 
and inhabiting positive Deaf spaces. In other words, there’s a lot 
more to Deafness and being capital-D “Deaf” than “not hearing”.
Some Deaf people have written a lot about it.9

Overall, there are so many aspects about me. This 
includes but is not limited to being an aroace non-binary-freak 
spoonie with an affinity for cats, tap-dancing and string crafts. 
And while there might be any number of aroace non-binary-freak
spoonies with affinities for cats, tap-dancing and string crafts, 
none of them are me, and if you put us all together, we’d be 
very different, have very different identities.

Some of these aspects might be describable with identity 
labels or descriptors of various degrees of importance to how I 
think about myself (e.g., white, liminally Jewish, feminist, 
atheist, vegan, anarchist-adjacent, small-footed, etc.). 
Generally, those represent aspects of me that I might share 
with others or with particular groups, or that might be 
understood in relation to a social structure with particular 
categories of experience (even if none of those categories quite
“work” for me). Some might be more or less socially relevant, 
but if there’s a way to describe it succinctly, there’s got to be an 
element of that aspect that’s shared with others more broadly.

For example, for me to have “small feet”, not only must 
other people have feet, but my society must notice foot size 
(e.g., to produce and sell shoes) while classifying and having 
expectations about what foot sizes are “normal”, “small” and 
“large” (perhaps, with expectations tailored to things such as 
gender and/or general body size).

To be sure, part of my having “small feet” is about the 
type of shoe I am inclined to wear and the size of people 
generally who wear those kinds of shoes. I am generally 
uninterested in wearing “women’s” shoes, but “men’s” shoes 
don’t come in sizes small enough to fit me. So I wear “children’s 
shoes” with my “small feet”.

9 For example, Carol Padden and Tom Humphries co-wrote the book Inside 
Deaf Culture in 2005; and Paddy Ladd wrote the book Understanding Deaf 
Culure in 2003.
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In turn, these seem especially small next to the similar-
looking “men’s” shoes worn by people who might wear plaid 
shirts in sizes similar to mine. If I regularly wore “women’s 
shoes”, my feet would still be seen as being on the smaller end 
of the foot-size spectrum, but wouldn’t be regularly regarded as 
“tiny”. 

On the other hand, there are other aspects of me which 
will not be describable with identity labels or succinct 
descriptors. (i.e. aspects of me that aren’t necessarily shared 
with others or groups and which might be considered 
idiosyncrasies). My identity is all of these things together.

Taken as a whole, my embodied experience as I move 
through the world informs how people respond to me, and, for 
instance, the manifestations of casual homophobia and misogyny 
I encounter as a matter of course and the different ways people 
read my gender. But there isn’t a word or string of words that 
can express this. 

Similarly, how people prejudge my cognitive capacity and 
intellectual credibility depends on how fluent my speech is at 
that given moment (or series of moments), whether I’m 
bordering on non-verbal and/or whether words come out right. 
There isn’t an identity label or series of words or description that
can fully express these experiences. There certainly isn’t a label 
that expresses who I am as a whole.

At the same time, even these aspects of me that I just 
described and the social structures I relate to are not unique to 
me. They are shared with many others. There are aspects of 
myself that are “unlike” most people around me, that are not 
“what they are supposed to be”… in ways that are *similar* to 
some other people who are also “unlike” most people around 
them and that are not “what they are supposed to be”. (And 
some aspects of myself that are “unlike” most people but not 
similar to other people— wherein I might feel alone in those 
experiences.) And there are aspects of me that are “like” most 
people around me or are “what they are supposed to be”.

All of these things form the sum-total of my identity, 
which informs how I related to the world and other people— and 
how they relate to me— how I understand society and its 
problems, and the politics I have and live. 
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I have the politics that I have because of the sum-total of 
who I am in social context and how I experience the world as I 
move through it. That’s actually the meaning of “identity” that 
originally grounded the term “identity politics” (which had little 
to do with disembodied identity labels). 

This was before it was recuperated by the forces of 
neoliberalism into something that bears little resemblance to 
what it was and how the concept was originally deployed. 
“Identity politics” actually shares a pragmatic origin with 
“intersectionality”— in Black lesbian feminism. 

In particular, the Combahee River Collective basically 
“invented” and defined the term “identity politics” in their 
famous 1977 statement10, to talk about how their politics 
resisting the simultaneously sexist, racist and classist violence 
they face as Black lesbians are grounded in their lived 
experiences of being Black lesbians. Much of what they outlined 
was also the theoretical basis for “intersectionality”11 that 
Kimberlé Crenshaw would later outline. But that’s another story.

My identity represents my unique and uniquely situated
self amid a seemingly-never-ending collection of similarities 
and differences with other individuals and groups.

When I say that being asexual is part of my identity, or 
that my identity is asexual (among other things)… I mean that 
being asexual is part of who I am as a person, how I experience 
the world and informs the kinds of communities and social 
changes I want to work toward. I mean that it matters to me and
that it’s inextricably intertwined and merged with other aspects 
of who I am. I mean that it matters to how I related to people, 
both casually and more intimately.

It means that I don’t experience “my asexuality” as 
separate from the “me” being asexual. It means that I share 
*something* in common with other ace folks, even if it’s not the 
same *something* for all aces and even if we all relate 
differently to that *something*.

10 The Combahee River Collective Statement from 1977 is available at: 
http://circuitous.org/scraps/combahee.html 

11 More information at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intersectionality 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intersectionality
http://circuitous.org/scraps/combahee.html
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Part 2: socially relevant aspects of self (sharing group 
membership)

“Identity” can also be the modular, dislocated (perhaps 
disembodied) aspect of self, describable in a single word. “An 
identity”— as in, an asexual identity, or a non-binary identity. In 
that sense, “an identity” represents belonging to a socially 
relevant category. Is this aspect of me what it is “supposed to 
be”? Is it similar or different from most other people? Are there 
people who have this aspect in common with me?

There are aspects of experience that create axes of 
inclusion/exclusion, and marginalisation or “normalisation”. (I’m
leaving the conversation about “privilege” for another day 
because that doesn’t really work outside of a materialist 
framework, and the discursive landscape is emphatically 
disconnected from that right now.)

For example, when I ride the subway train, how 
(un)notable will I be and why? When I do personal relationships 
of various types, will I do this the way people expect me to or 
not? Whose experiences look like mine? (Whose bodies look like 
mine?) We talk about “identities” in terms of labels that help us 
situate ourselves and navigate the social categories that exist in 
our contexts— terms that help use find or express affinity with 
the groups we belong to (or express the disconnect from the 
groups we don’t).

We have “sexual orientation” identities and “gender 
identities” because social organisation makes both sexual 
orientation and gender extremely socially relevant. Many 
societies (like the one in which I live) are (normatively) 
structured around nuclear families, which are in turn “supposed 
to be” based on long-term (monogamous, hetero) romantic-
sexual partner bonds (and these relationships are state-
sanctioned through things like marriage & domestic partnership).

In such societies, *whether* and *how* people participate 
in that social order matters… people who don’t “do relationships 
or families correctly” face social sanctions (including exclusion &
the possibility of physical violence), & often legal challenges too.
The same goes for people who don’t fit (“properly”, or at all) 
into the system organising people into “either-women-or-men”.
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Because people face expectations not just as “people” 
but as “women” or “men” as well as consequences for defying 
the expectations or categories, people often have a sense of 
themselves as women or men (or something else, should that be 
the case). For some people, this works so well that it’s taken-for-
granted, implicit part of their identity (like I discussed in Part 1),
until it’s made explicit (e.g., using a conventionally gender-
segregated public washroom). Others think about this more 
frequently for a variety of reasons— from being subject to 
misogyny or governed by uncomfortable standards of femininity 
or masculinity which are socially imposed on “women” and 
“men”, to struggling against mis-categorisation owing to which 
people and bodies get to “count” as “women” and “men”. And 
others still just don’t find a place in either “woman” or “man” 
category, or find their place in both, etc.

These things regularly matter as we move through the 
world, so people label themselves and others as “women” and 
“men” and with a variety of non-binary labels. The labels people 
choose to describe and express themselves and how they self-
identify within these systems are “identities” (e.g., a gender 
identity). 

Sometimes people need additional labels to express 
alienation or experiences of rejection from the classification 
system, or alternatively political affinity with shared struggles 
around particular issues (e.g., a trans identity). For example, my
trans identity is less about my “non-binary identity” than it is 
about my trans political affiliation. 

Specifically, I’ve identified as non-binary for longer than 
I’ve identified or felt comfortable identifying as “trans” because 
trans community politics are complicated and in flux. My non-
binary identity is about who/what I am and who/what I’m not 
and where I fit—or don’t— in the gender structure of my society. 
My trans identity is about the kinds of experiences I have, the 
connections I have with others and my place in a shared struggle.
I am non-binary trans and have separate “non-binary” and 
“trans” identities that mean different kinds of things to me. At 
any rate, I have “non-binary”, “trans” and “non-binary trans” 
identities because these are relevant to my daily lived 
experience, albeit in different ways.
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That’s different from how/why most cis people related to 
being “cis”. While many people might be described as (or 
describe themselves as cis), that’s more likely to be an implicit 
part of their identity which is perhaps being made explicit 
through conscious efforts (either on their part or the part of 
others working toward destabilising ciscentrism and cissexism).

Similarly, people have “sexual orientation identities” to 
express whether they are inclined to form intimate connections 
with people in “normative” and “expected ways”, with the 
“types” (i.e., genders) of people with whom they are “expected”
to form them… or not, and if not, how they actually go about all 
that. They have sexual orientation identities to express whether 
(and perhaps how) their lives are regulated by the blunt 
instruments of homophobic and heterosexist institutions and 
violence. They have sexual orientation identities to express how 
they are inclined to form intimate relationships, with whom, and
(especially if this is not done in the “normative” way), *how* (or 
if) this is done. Through sexual orientation identities, people 
express affinity with / membership in particular sexual 
orientation “groups” or categories. Just like a “gender identity” 
is an expression of group membership, so is a sexual orientation 
identity. 

(This applies equally to specific micro-categories and 
labels people sometimes adopt— creating more specific sexual 
orientation identities that signal membership in a smaller group, 
within a larger sexual orientation category. Even if a hyper-
specific identity is precise enough that someone might not know 
anyone else who shares it, it’s still a relationally situated 
identity for two reasons: 1) it signals group membership in a 
group which might be currently hypothetical or where other 
members have yet to appear; and 2) it situates the person 
“geographically” with respect to the “landscape” of other 
groups, using other groups as reference point.)

In that sense, “an identity” is an expression of a shared 
experience or way of being. “An identity” is an aspect of the 
whole self which is shared with / among a group and which 
represents the sense of attachment to or affinity with that group
and the naming of that group membership. An “identity” is an 
inherently relational label, even if it’s just a small piece of a 
larger whole.
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When I say that I have an asexual identity (among 
others)… I mean that I think of myself as asexual, as having 
something in common with other aces, as being part of that 
group, and that maybe I’m putting myself out there so I can find 
them and they can find me. I mean that I am situating myself 
amid the expectations on me about how I’m “supposed to do 
relationships” and structure my social life (and chosen family), 
rejecting expectations placed on me to be “normal”. 

I am acknowledging the ways I interface with the violence
of heteronormativity’s regulatory power, proclaiming *how* I am 
not “the norm”, and declaring what *I am* and where I belong 
(at least along one particular dimension of experience). I’m 
saying there is a classification of human experience that works 
for me (at least in some way). I’m saying that this aspect of my 
experience is intelligible, it “makes sense” (at least if you have 
the framework to understand it)— and giving you my chosen label
to help you make that sense.
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Rejecting the “Don’t Critique My Desires or

Identities” Dance 

[Note: This is an edited version of an essay I wrote three 
years ago— March 2015— in the context of an argument about 
whether cupioromanticism (i.e., desiring a romantic relationship 
int he absence of romantic attraction) was inherently predicated 
on internalised amatonormativity. I don't think it is, but it's not 
actually something I'm all that interested in arguing over. How 
the argument went down was indicative of something much more
far-reaching than anything about any particular identity label.]

There’s something that happens sometimes in identity 
politics where a thing becomes untouchable just because 
someone make an identity around it or because it’s related to 
someone’s desires. Desires and identities become un-
critiquable and that’s not a good thing.

It’s the “don’t critique desires or identities” dance 
which keeps certain topics off limits— squarely in the domain 
of the depoliticised-“personal-not-political”. But that’s a 
problem. Because the personal is political.

People can desire all sorts of stuff that harms other 
people or themselves. And it’s hard to have a conversation about 
a harmful system (e.g., rape culture or heteronormativity), if the
critique has to tip-toe around harmful desires related to that 
system; if the critique has to leave those harmful desires intact. 
For example, desires that violate other people’s boundaries or 
consent (e.g., being into perpetrating sexual violence or trying to
overcome a resisting potential partner’s self-defense) or that fail
to recognise other people’s personhood (e.g., fetishising people’s
race, disabilities, transness, lesbian expression, etc.).

It’s important to respect people’s identities when those
do not perpetrate harm, but something being an identity is 
also not a reason to excuse or justify harmful desires or 
actions the identity might be constructed around. There are 
“trans admirers” / “chasers” for instance, and identities around 
racial “preferences” or marginalised aspects of people's 
embodied experiences (e.g., fatness, disability, etc.), which are 
about some people's entitlement to objectify other people 
regardless of those people's will. 

p. 22

Critique can’t stop just because it’s about someone’s 
“identity” or a desire that someone really experiences. Desires 
can be wrong. Desires that harm people are wrong. Even if 
someone builds an identity around them.

This goes along with something else: framing experiences 
of desires around or as “identities” has a political impact. The 
social context and political framework around “something I 
want / experience” (or for that matter “something I do”) is 
completely different from the social context and political 
framework around “something I am”.

(That’s basically the reason there are conversations 
around things like person-first language— it’s sometimes but not 
always a thing people want. For example, in 2014, Ruti Regan (of
the RealSocialSkills blog) outlined different paradigms associated
with “autistic person” and “person with autism” and why various 
individuals might prefer one over the other because of the 
different things they mean.12 The discussions around sexual 
orientation identities are obviously different to disability-related
or autistic-specific ones13, but the point is that there is a political
impact of framing something in terms of identity or not.)

To be clear, there’s nothing inherently good or bad about 
either framing or not framing an experience or desire in terms of
“identity”. The impact will depend on the context. The point is  
that there are consequences for both. And we should be able to 
talk about these consequences. 

Sometimes they are helpful for certain purposes, 
sometimes they are harmful. Sometimes they just reveal that our
language and framework of understanding is incomplete or not 
quite doing what some of us need it to. But if critiques aren’t 
allowed near desires or identities, then we don’t get to have 
conversations about the political impacts of framing things as 
identities or exploring alternative ways of framing things. 

It’s important to have language to describe experiences, 
but it might or might not make sense for those words to be 
“identity” labels or descriptors— and there are political impacts 
either way. There’s a political impact of having words describing 
experiences being framed as “identities”.

12 https://www.realsocialskills.org/blog/autism-language-politics-and-history 
13 I am very much an “autistic person” and not a “person with autism”.

https://www.realsocialskills.org/blog/autism-language-politics-and-history
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This can be useful, harmful or a lot more complicated 

than that… but when identities become uncritiquable, we can’t 
have that conversation. Which means no exploring alternative 
frameworks that might work better.

For example, the language of romantic orientation is 
incredibly powerful. For a lot of people, framing that as an 
identity (parallel to sexual orientation) makes a lot of sense. And
yet, for a number of years, people have also already been 
writing about how there are also people for whom that 
framework doesn’t work14, doesn’t apply15 or applies only 
awkwardly16, or is irrelevant to their lives and detracts from 
what is relevant17. The framework divides people up in ways that 
don’t make sense18 and has led to a situation where the discourse
just isn’t working / useful19.

And the romantic orientation identity framework, when 
mixed with neoliberalism, has a number of other consequences, 
such as taking the aromanticism that has always been part of 
asexuality for many of us away from asexuality (which basically 
leaves “asexuality” to mean “romantically-inclined asexuality”). 
Neoliberalism re-appropriating the split attraction model also set
up a system where all people's experiences are presumed to be 
explainable in the same terms, which include an obligatory 
orientation for every kind of imaginable type of attraction.

[I've written extensively about the impact of 
neoliberalism when it comes to identities in the context of ace 
community and homonormativity.20]

14 For example: http://anagnori.tumblr.com/post/75057545570/the-
limitations-of-romantic-orientation 

15 For example: http://wtfdynamics.tumblr.com/post/50313813201/two-
designs-one-meant-for-the-front-and-one-for 

16 For example: https://lunasspecto.tumblr.com/post/34283855911/im-glad-i-
havent-recently-encountered-much-in 

17 For example: http://www.gradientlair.com/post/102076402153/asexuality-
romantic-orientation-attraction-types 

18 For example: 
https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/2014/01/06/alloromantics-vs-
aromantics-the-great-divide/ 

19 For example: https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/2014/11/02/wtf-
romantic-in-which-i-try-to-understand-romantic-attraction-and-
relationships-and-fail/ (Note: I think that it's discourse that fails people)

20 “Extensive notes on some aspects of... Neoliberalism, Homonormativity 
& Ace Discourse” (July, 2016). Available to read online at 
https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/ 
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Ace folks have been talking about romantic attraction 
since late 2001. I don’t know when people first started talking 
about romantic orientation in terms of identity, but that was 
already the framework in place when I found AVEN in 2005.

It’s been a decade, and people are still only just 
starting to talk about how that’s not working, even though it’s 
not working for *a lot* of people. (For example, the massive 
2014 AVEN census had almost 15% of ace spectrum respondents 
indicate that either “don't identify with a romantic orientation” 
or picked the “other” option— and another 5% identified as 
WTFromantic.21)

When something is framed in terms of “identity”, it’s 
really hard to challenge the framework and/or to conceive of 
alternatives… even when it doesn’t fit with people’s personal 
experiences. This “identity” stuff has a lot of power to shut 
down discussions or to preclude them entirely. That’s a 
problem.

We should be able to talk about the political impact of 
framing something as an identity, and sometimes that includes 
recognising the potential harm of that identity-framing. But we 
can’t ever go there if critiquing desires and identities is off 
limits. We need to be able to question and explore whether 
something is harmful, even if that thing involves an identity or
a desire.   

 re: ace / asexual identity:

As far as I’m concerned, the reason to value asexual 
identity regardless of its origins isn’t that it’s an identity. It’s 
because asexuality itself is completely legitimate and it doesn’t 
perpetrate any harm.

Harmful experiences (e.g., trauma) and systems (e.g., 
compulsory sexuality & rape culture, racist & disablist tropes, 
etc.) might make someone ace. And that doesn’t undermine the 
validity of their aceness. 

21 The stats are available online for further exploration: 
https://asexualcensus.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/2014censuspreliminary
report.pdf

https://asexualcensus.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/2014censuspreliminaryreport.pdf
https://asexualcensus.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/2014censuspreliminaryreport.pdf
https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/
https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/2014/11/02/wtf-romantic-in-which-i-try-to-understand-romantic-attraction-and-relationships-and-fail/
https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/2014/11/02/wtf-romantic-in-which-i-try-to-understand-romantic-attraction-and-relationships-and-fail/
https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/2014/11/02/wtf-romantic-in-which-i-try-to-understand-romantic-attraction-and-relationships-and-fail/
https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/2014/01/06/alloromantics-vs-aromantics-the-great-divide/
https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/2014/01/06/alloromantics-vs-aromantics-the-great-divide/
http://www.gradientlair.com/post/102076402153/asexuality-romantic-orientation-attraction-types
http://www.gradientlair.com/post/102076402153/asexuality-romantic-orientation-attraction-types
https://lunasspecto.tumblr.com/post/34283855911/im-glad-i-havent-recently-encountered-much-in
https://lunasspecto.tumblr.com/post/34283855911/im-glad-i-havent-recently-encountered-much-in
http://wtfdynamics.tumblr.com/post/50313813201/two-designs-one-meant-for-the-front-and-one-for
http://wtfdynamics.tumblr.com/post/50313813201/two-designs-one-meant-for-the-front-and-one-for
http://anagnori.tumblr.com/post/75057545570/the-limitations-of-romantic-orientation
http://anagnori.tumblr.com/post/75057545570/the-limitations-of-romantic-orientation
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But there’s a missing piece: being ace doesn’t feed back 
into those systems— it doesn’t re-enforce them in any way. Being
ace doesn’t support or perpetuate rape culture or disablism, for 
instance. It might or might not oppose it, but it doesn’t support 
it. (And the same applies for being sex-averse.)

Importantly, what might have caused or led to the 
asexuality is completely irrelevant to whether or not that 
asexuality feeds back into the harmful systems out there that 
might cause asexuality for some people. (It never does.)

There are big harmful systems of compulsory sexuality 
that are tied in with things like rape culture and purity culture. 
Whether someone is ace for unknown “born this way” reasons or 
whether they’re ace because of the influence of something like 
purity culture, their aceness doesn’t feed back into purity 
culture to support it. (Recognising that some people are 
legitimately ace means recognising that others aren’t ace— and 
for reasons that have nothing to do with purity or morality: 
without doing that, it isn’t possible to recognise that asexuality 
is actually a real thing to begin with.)

So basically, aceness is valid regardless of where it 
comes from because acenes is legitimate in its own right and, 
regardless of where it comes, from nobody’s aceness 
reinforces or supports any harmful system such as compulsory 
sexuality (and rape culture, among other things).

This isn’t just a matter of saying that aceness is valid 
regardless of where it came from because it’s an identity. It’s 
valid and important to recognise because it doesn’t perpetrate 
any harm. Exploring other identities that way gets interesting.

 re: heterosexual identity:

Is someone’s heterosexuality automatically valid just 
because it’s an identity, even if it’s the product of a massive 
coercive system of heteronormativity and compulsory 
heterosexuality? To break that down a bit, heterosexual 
attractions, desires, behaviours, relationships, identities, etc. 
(and heterosexual relationships in particular) all feed back into 
and support the institution of heterosexuality and 
heteronormativity generally. 
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And note that here I’m talking about heterosexual 
relationships and attractions, desires, etc. literally— as in the 
adjective “heterosexual” qualifies the relationships, attractions, 
desires, etc. I’m not talking about the “relationships of 
heterosexual people”… so bisexual or otherwise non-
heterosexual people’s “hetero”(sexual) feelings and relationships
are heterosexual feelings and relationships, even if they are 
*not* heterosexuals’ feelings and relationships (i.e., even if 
they’re done by non-heterosexual people). [Note that that does 
not mean that bi folks in het relationships aren't bi or queer.]

There’s another way to talk about these things— the way 
that labels the feelings, desires, relationships, etc., according to
the identities of the people who have or do them. In that 
framework, any feelings or relationships that a bisexual person 
has, for example, would be bisexual feelings and relationships.

One problem with that becomes obvious when applied to 
other contexts. For example, any feelings and relationships that 
an asexual person has would be by definition asexual feelings and
relationships regardless of their nature… so asexual people by 
definition couldn’t participate in non-asexual / zsexual 
behaviours or relationships… and all the asexuals confused and 
trying to sort out their non-asexual / zsexual experiences would 
all just be being ridiculous and non-sensical. (Clearly, that’s not a
helpful way of approaching things here.)

The other problem is that this identity-based labelling of 
feelings, desires, relationships, etc. obfuscates and effectively 
shuts down analysis of the larger systems, locking the focus of 
analysis at the individual level. That’s the whole limitation of 
identity politics that I’m trying to point out.

Romantic and sexual feelings, desires, relationships, etc. 
of the “man/woman” variety don’t feed back less into 
heteronormativity if the people doing them aren’t heterosexual. 
(And even non-binary people of any sexual orientation or identity
aren’t exempt or excluded from heterosexual feelings, desires, 
relationships etc., because the whole heteronormative system 
doesn’t recognise non-binary people to begin with. So 
heteronormativity relates to non-binary people typically either 
as men or women, albeit often with significant hostility trying to 
make them into men or women and retaliating when that doesn’t
work so well.) 
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Sure, how these heterosexual feelings and relationships 
play out might work differently for people with different 
identities, but the identities themselves aren’t the best way to 
go about understanding that— all feelings and relationships play 
out in context. Using identities as a shortcut to avoid analysing 
context and its impact isn’t ultimately useful. It’s just going to 
miss a lot and lead to a lot of false conclusions because people 
have diverse experiences and realities despite shared 
“identities”. [for example, see “Embodied Queerness” II: p.35]

If we’re talking about a massive system, we need to be 
able to talk about the system— and it cuts across people’s 
identities in terms of how it functions and the impacts it has: the
system functions according to the lived, material realities of 
people’s experiences and lives… which might or might not be 
reflected by their identities.

That’s how powerful this identity politics structure is— 
that conversations about the massive systemic power structure 
(e.g., the heteronormative institution of heterosexuality) can’t 
help but bump into identity politics in ways that function to shut 
down the conversation, side-step the critique. The only language
we have to talk about this has been completely co-opted by a 
neoliberal manifestation of identity politics and the individual-
focused neoliberal politics they’re firmly enmeshed in.

So when I’m talking about “heterosexual” feelings, 
desires, relationships, etc., I’m using that term in a way that 
separate and distinct from “heterosexual identity”. I’m 
recognising the connection these things have for people of all 
identities to the oppressive heteronormative system of 
compulsory and institutional heterosexuality. Ignoring that 
connection is only strengthening that system… and there isn’t 
really any other language to name it.

All these heterosexual feelings, desires, relationships, 
etc. are implicated in this dangerous & harmful system— 
heterosexual relationships in particular. These things— 
heterosexual relationships in particular— are not necessarily 
harmful in and of themselves (and hopefully on an individual 
level they aren’t harmful) but they are minute parts of a massive
system that is harmful. 
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So if someone’s serious about challenging the 
heteronormative institution of (compulsory) heterosexuality, it’s 
vital to question and critique all heterosexual everything— all 
heterosexual feelings, identities and relationships in particular— 
to recognise their role in supporting the heteronormative 
institution of heterosexuality (and ideally, to work toward 
minimising it). 

That doesn’t mean that everyone needs to stop doing 
heterosexual relationships, stop having heterosexual feelings and
give up heterosexual identities completely. (And paying lip 
service to that by denying the pervasive heterosexuality in 
people’s lives is harmful in itself— it’s reinforcing 
heterosexuality-as-norm while making it invisible.)

But fundamentally challenging the heteronormative 
institution of heterosexuality does mean that all heterosexual 
relationships and feelings should be critiqued and questioned— 
and the relationships in particular. (Not annihilated— critiqued 
and questioned. All of them.)

But the question remains whether it matters *why* 
someone is heterosexual— does it matter if that heterosexuality 
is a result of an oppressive system? And that’s a tricky question.

Now, doing and feeling hetero(sexual) stuff doesn’t 
reinforce the compulsory, heteronormative institution of 
heterosexuality more if people are doing it because they’ve been
coerced into it than if they’re doing it because they were “born 
that way”.

At the same time, it’s a bit of a moot point in a 
pervasively heteronormative context, because we’re not in a 
position to know who might or might not still be heterosexually-
inclined in a world without compulsory heterosexuality or the 
heteronormative institution of heterosexuality. It’s not a 
distinction we can practically make, but it wouldn’t matter even 
if we could.

However, promoting heterosexual identity and behaviours 
is especially harmful to people who are heterosexual clearly 
because they’ve been coerced into it via the oppressive system 
of compulsory heterosexuality— people who are heterosexual 
because it never occurred to them they could be anything else, 
or because of internalised homophobia. 
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In this context, it does matter why someone is 
heterosexual: if someone is heterosexual because of the 
influence of heteronormativity, then there’s an expectation 
that people could change, and a lot of us would agree that 
there’s value in trying to shed the shackles of this coerced 
heterosexuality. 

For some people, that will mean freeing themselves of all 
things hetero(sexual). Many queer folks at one time 
conceptualised themselves as heterosexual— and there was a 
process of recognising, cultivating and acting on non-
hetero(sexual) feelings.

But significantly, the only harm that heterosexuality does 
when it’s clearly coerced that it doesn’t do when it’s as-
uncoerced-as-possible is to the “doesn’t-need-to-be-
heterosexual” person… it’s harm to the person who could have 
simple access to a diversity of queerness. (And while there’s an 
argument to be made that that’s actually everyone if you go 
deep enough, I don’t need or want to go there.)

Heterosexual feelings and relationships feed back equally 
into, and reinforce, the harmful systemic structures of 
compulsory heterosexuality and the heteronormative institution 
of heterosexuality— whether or not (or how) that harmful 
system participates in generating the heterosexual feelings / 
desires / identities in the first place.

 re: resisting amatonormativity

(At least among people who are likely to be using the 
word “amatonormativity”), it's generally agreed that 
amatonormativity is harmful and needs to be fundamentally 
challenged. On the other hand, many people seem to want to 
challenge amatonormativity without critically evaluating the 
desire to be in a romantic relationship. I think that's a mistake. I 
generally don’t agree that the desire to be in a romantic 
relationship is inherently innocuous. But more to the point, 
things are a lot more complicated than simply “bad” and “good”.

So this becomes a question of whether desiring romantic 
relationships and identities built around these kinds of desire 
should be treated analogously to:
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 aceness / asexuality (which does not feed back into any 
of the harmful systems that might cause it) OR

 heterosexuality (which does feed back into the harmful 
system or systems that might cause it)

From my perspective, romantic attractions, desires, 
behaviours, relationships, identities, etc. all feed back into and 
support amatonormativity generally— romantic relationships in 
particular, to be sure, but not just them. All these romantically-
focused things are implicated in this dangerous & harmful 
system. 

Like heterosexual things, these romantically-focused 
things are not necessarily harmful in and of themselves— and 
hopefully on an individual level they are innocuous— but they are
minute parts contributing to a massive system that is harmful.

So if someone is serious about challenging 
amatonormativity, it’s vital to question and critique all romantic 
everything— all romantic relationships, desires, feelings and 
identities, and relationships in particular— to recognise their role
in supporting amatonormative systems and structures (and 
ideally, to work toward minimising that role).

To be clear, that doesn’t mean that everyone needs to 
stop doing romantic relationships, stop having romantic feelings 
and give up all romantic identities completely.

But fundamentally challenging the amatonormativity 
does mean that all romantic relationships and feelings should 
be critiqued and questioned— romantic relationships in 
particular. (Not annihilated— critiqued and questioned.) 

The thing is, that applies equally to all people who have
romantic attractions, desires, behaviours, relationships, 
identities, etc. (and maybe especially to people who do 
romantic relationships). 

There’s no reason to single out people who don’t 
experience romantic attraction but who want romantic 
relationships any more than there is to single out people who 
have romantic feelings toward a particular gender or more than 
one, or for that matter people who are inclined to do either one 
or multiple romantic relationships at a time.
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If the project is fundamentally challenging 
amatonormativity, then it’s vital to question and critique all 
romantic everything— all romantic relationships and feelings and 
identities, and the relationships in particular. All of them. 
Because they all feed back into the harmful system. 

But, that brings up another question: does it matter what 
caused someone’s romantic inclinations and/or desires for 
romantic relationships? And if so, how?

The thing is, yes certainly some people experience 
romantic feelings, have romantic-identities and/or pursue 
romantic relationships for reasons that have to do with 
amatonormativity’s coercive and deleterious influence— 
amatonormativity certainly does make some people want or do 
romantic relationships.

At the same time:

 That’s not limited to people who don’t experience 
romantic attraction yet still desire romantic relationships 
(i.e., amatonormativity’s coercion could just as easily be 
*why* people cultivate and experience romantic 
attraction in the first place):

AND

 Doing and/or wanting romantic relationship feed back 
into amatonormativity supporting that system, regardless 
of whether the romantic desires or inclinations were 
produced by amatonormativity in the first place: 
romantic stuff isn’t systemically more harmful when it 
is clearly an outcome of amatonormativity than when it
isn’t. (We’re not really in a position to know what people 
would experience or do without amatonormativity’s 
influence— and there’s an argument to be made that 
amatonormativity has a hand in producing all romantic 
stuff, but that’s another conversation entirely— and a 
moot point here...)

On the other hand, some people do want and/or pursue 
romantic feelings or relationships because they’ve been 
coerced into it because of amatonormativity, sometimes very 
explicitly— because they face backlash at every turn when they 
don’t do these romantic things.
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The romantic feelings and/or relationships these people 
engage in do the same harm of minutely contributing to systemic
amatonormativity as the romantic feelings and/or relationships 
other people do, and should be subject to the same critique. 

And there’s an additional harm too, but it’s doesn’t act on
everyone or the system: it’s just harm to the individual people 
themselves— the harm of internalised shame and disconnection 
from the non-romantic relationships that they might be 
especially likely to find meaningful and wonderful.

But there isn’t one right way to respond to trauma.

Sure, for people who are coerced into romantic desires / 
feelings / relationships, I see value in developing both personal 
skills and community support to help resist the backlash that 
“regulates” those who stray outside the amatonormative lines of 
acceptability. 

I see value in collectively working and struggling against 
amatonormativity to create new viable paths of access to non-
romantic alternatives to romantic relationships. Working to make
other non-romantic relationships viable, appealing, accessible 
options for the people who need them (options that don’t cost 
the trauma of resisting amatonormative violence every day).

The problem here is amatonormativity & the violence 
of its regulatory backlash— not the people who want or do 
romantic relationships as a results of enduring that backlash.

If we do substantive work as a community challenging 
amatonormativity, the people who are coerced into doing or 
wanting romantic relationships will have other viable options 
open up. And that will be good for everyone.

But we’re never going to get there if the whole 
discussion is a see-saw between:

 blaming individuals for the harm the system has caused
them (or blaming the entire system on the coping 
strategies a small group of individuals use to survive it) 
          AND

 bubble-wrapping desires and identities to keep them 
isolated from any critique (because identities and 



desires are sacrosanct and shouldn’t be subject to 
critiques). 
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Unfortunately, one thing we can’t really do in this system 
is have a conversation about the political impact of framing 
particular inclinations toward attraction experiences or desire 
for certain kinds of relationships as an identity. As long as these 
kinds of experiences are framed as “identities” (whatever “these
experiences” are), they’re untouchable, uncritiquable. And 
we’re not free to have the conversations we’d need to have if 
we’re going to explore alternative ways of framing things.

We need a different way to go about this. And the familiar
individual-identity model of neoliberal identity politics isn’t 
particularly helpful. It’s just not cutting it. We need to go about 
this whole challenging harmful systems thing differently. 
Identities and desires should be fair game for respectful critique
— just like everything else. (But as is, they’re mostly not.)

 In conclusion:

Fundamentally challenging amatonormativity (or 
heteronormativity) means questioning and critiquing all 
romantic (or heterosexual) feelings, desires, identities and 
relationships— and the relationships in particular. (No 
annihilating them— questioning and critiquing them). And we 
should be able to have a conversation about the harm these 
desires and relationships might, or actually, do— how they feed
back into a harmful system of amatonormativity (or institutional 
heterosexuality).

Amatonormativity (like heteronormative institutional 
heterosexuality) is a systemic issue and we can’t challenge and 
resist massive harmful systems by either attacking individual 
people who are particularly hurt by them or exempting any 
individual desires or actions from critique. We need to go 
about this differently— and we might need to step beyond the 
familiar neoliberal framework of “identity politics” to do that. 

Despite the discursive trends these days, a good start 
toward that end might be to get all materialist for a moment and
think about embodied experience... so I'm going to talk about 
mine.
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Some Reflections on (My) Embodied Queerness...
& How I’m Read

I. Homophobia doesn’t care about “identity” or “attraction”

One of the really frustrating things about how identity 
politics are somehow deployed these days, in the full grasp of  
neoliberalism, is that there’s a disconnect between a 
disembodied “identity” and someone’s lived, embodied reality. 
(That disconnect is part and parcel of homonormativity.22) 

The vast majority of the marginalisation and micro-
aggressions people face related to gender and/or sexuality 
and/or sexual orientation aren’t because of what goes on inside 
of someone’s head. It’s not about someone’s LGBQ+ and/or T+ 
“identity” (i.e., it’s not because of how they conceptualise or 
label themselves in terms of group membership [see “Identity” 
Part 2: p.17]). It’s about the space someone occupies as they 
move through the world (and people’s experience of that is part 
of their all-encompassing sense-of-self-”identity” [see “Identity”
Part 1: p. 8]).

Generally, individual internal experiences of things like 
“attraction” have very little to do with how people interface 
with systems of marginalisation & oppression in their daily lives, 
and what kinds of resistance or violence they may encounter.

The casual homophobia I face on a daily basis isn’t 
targeting me because of my experiences or non-experiences of 
attraction (as the homonormative discourse in which 
“homophobia” is restricted to targeting “involuntary same-
gender attraction” would have people believe). Homophobia is a 
blunt instrument. 

22 I wrote more about those specific topics online in July 2016 [https://rotten-
zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/148110276457/nhad-part-1a-neoliberalism-
personal] and [https://rotten-
zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/148112710739/nhad-part-1b-neoliberalism-
personal]. These and other writings make up the bulk of a whole zine I 
referenced in the previous section— “Extensive notes on some aspects 
of... Neoliberalism, Homonormativity & Ace Discourse” (July, 2016); 
available to read online [https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/ ]

https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/148112710739/nhad-part-1b-neoliberalism-personal
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/148112710739/nhad-part-1b-neoliberalism-personal
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/148112710739/nhad-part-1b-neoliberalism-personal
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/148110276457/nhad-part-1a-neoliberalism-personal
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/148110276457/nhad-part-1a-neoliberalism-personal
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/post/148110276457/nhad-part-1a-neoliberalism-personal
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I’m a target because I flout the institution of 
heterosexuality, heteronormativity— in how I present myself, live
my life and relate to others, etc.— and in that respect, it doesn’t
really matter specifically *how* or *why*. 

Sometimes there are occasions when I draw contempt 
clearly and unmbiguously for a “non-binary thing” or an “asexual
thing” but it doesn’t usually work that way. I’m a whole person 
and those aspects of myself cannot be separated. My asexuality 
is a non-binary queer aroaceness. My non-binariness is a queer 
aroace non-binariness.

And all of that is informed by my whiteness and by many 
other socially relevant aspects of who I am. (i.e., my non-binary 
aroace queerness is specifically a white one.) That means that 
while I don’t fit into the patriarchal and heterosexual parts of 
the white hetero-patriarchy, I do fit into the white part (barring 
the handful of moments when my whiteness is contingent on 
people not knowing about my Jewishness). And that matters to 
how I experience homophobia, heterosexism, sexism and 
ciscentrism...

---------------------

II. Mis/understandings with some queer family members

More than a decade ago now, when I first tried to come 
out to my mother as asexual, she didn’t believe me because I 
was “obviously queer”. [see my discussion of my asexuality's 
assailability as queerspawn, ?p?]

It took a good while but she now accepts me as both 
queer and asexual. I think a part of that was her coming to fully 
accept that I’m still queer, even while I’m also asexual. Coming 
out as asexual didn’t mean I wasn’t queer and it didn't make me 
less queer. She’s queer too— she’s a lesbian (she uses both 
words). She struggled a little to understand that my “queer” is 
different from hers. 

In some ways she still struggles to understand my queer 
because my queer life doesn’t look a thing like hers. Her queer 
life fits neatly into homonormative ideals— she’s monogamously 
married to her wife and they’re raising teen children. Mine does 
not. And even after so many years, my mother is still struggling 
to recognise the important relationships in my life... 
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Time-skip: 

A few years back, my gender-conforming bisexual sister 
(who was just barely coming to a bi / non-hetero identity at the 
time, because of very new experiences attraction to women) told
me that she’s more “queer” than I am and that she has more of a
right to access “queer spaces” than I do because she’s had sex 
with a woman and I haven’t. This conversation came up initially 
in reference to a particular queer space that she was also 
claiming was more for her than it was for me (though neither of 
us ended up participating in it).

It didn’t matter to her that the particular queer space in 
question was aiming to prioritise trans and/or non-binary folks 
(like me, and unlike her). And it didn’t matter that I grew up 
facing all sorts of homophobic bullying in high school [for a 
discussion for some of this, see “High School harassment”: p. 
43]; that I’d been involved in queer spaces for many years, 
including as a facilitator for a queer youth group; that I’d had 
long-term intimate partnerships with women and non-binary 
people (i.e., non-romantic and non-sexual— QP ones— which are 
valid and “still count” as “real relationships”, whatever that 
means)... whereas she’d never done any of those things. 

In her view, she was still more “legitimately queer” and 
should have “more legitimate access to queer spaces” than me 
because she’d had sex with a woman once and I hadn’t (and still 
haven’t). (Incidentally, the space that prompted the discussion 
was also specifically a Jewish queer space and she recognised 
then (and still now) that I’m a whole lot more Jewish than she is.
But that apparently didn’t matter either.)

Interestingly enough, the one sexual experience my sister 
was referencing, by her own description, was in the context of a 
3-some involving her, a man she was dating at the time and 
another woman whom she was not. While such situations can 
absolutely be queer, they’re also situations that some 
heterosexual women sometimes participate in for “non-queer” 
reasons... So I find that a particularly odd choice of “proof” for 
someone to deploy in an effort to police “queer legitimacy” 
based on “same-gender sex”. But then, I don’t believe in a 
regulatory hierarchy of queer legitimacy based on sex (or other 
things), so I’m no expert on where types of sexual experiences 
should be placed within one. 
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Maybe she wasn’t trying to talk about the sex per se, but 
was instead perhaps trying to tap into some “queer” feelings she 
had about the experience that made her “legitimately queer”— 
feelings that she couldn’t quite express at the time. Even still, 
that’s not where she went with that in the conversation. And she 
couldn’t understand the impact of her argument because she 
didn’t really understand how or why I was (and still am) queer or
the homophobia I’d been experiencing for so many years.

I find the criterion of sexual contact to be a particularly 
strange ticket into queerness. For one thing, does that mean that
people who haven’t had sex with anyone don’t belong anywhere?
More importantly, it’s private (i.e., the sex itself, though not 
necessarily the relationship context in which it takes place). On 
the other hand, it is something easy to grasp onto or name, and 
something very specifically tied to a long history of oppression. It
just doesn’t work here, in this very different context.

Time-skip: 

The other day, my sister (who is still very new to the 
world of dating people who aren’t men and who is still coming 
into a bisexual identity) learned that casual homophobia still 
exists. And she brought this up with me, assuming that I wouldn’t
already know about it— apparently since I’m not out there 
holding anyone’s hand or anything.

Her: “I wanted to tell you something: casual 
homophobia sill exists! I was on the subway, holding 
[partner]’s hand & people were actually glaring at us!”

Me: “Yes, I am quite familiar with the casual 
homophobia.”

Her: “Oh.” [confused] “Well I had no idea.”

Me [thinking quietly to myself]: “Yeah, I know.”

I experience casual homophobia every time I’m out in 
public. I don’t think I’ve been on the subway in my entire adult 
life without having someone glare at me, or hold their children a 
little closer to keep them away from me... I’m not often  out in 
the world like that with my sister. She hasn’t had many occasions
to notice how people look at me first-hand, and hasn’t been 
ready to understand the kinds of (negative) attention I do garner 
when she’s seen it. 
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It’s not that I’d never told her— I had— but she wasn’t in a
position to understand. Not until she experienced it herself.

One of the biggest differences between my sister’s 
emerging “queer” and my own “queer” is that while hers can 
be private if she wants it to be, mine can’t: mine is publicly 
visible even when I’m alone. So I face a lot of casual resistance 
to mine that she doesn’t— at least at this point in her life. (My 
queer is also anti-assimilationst and non-homonormative, and 
while I don’t think that’s a coincidence, that’s also another 
story.)

The experiences people have facing things like 
homophobia (or heterosexism or cissexism or transphobia, 
etc.) out in the world don’t divide up neatly according to 
“identity”. Asexual people (and aces more generally) are diverse
and have a wide range of experiences. Bisexual people are 
diverse and have a wide range of experiences. Lesbians are 
diverse and have a wide range of experiences. There are 
elements of shared experience and solidarity among these 
identities, but even so, individuals’ personal experiences can 
vary greatly.

In order to understand the pragmatic realities queer (or
otherwise LGBT+) people face in our lives, it’s not enough to 
understand our queer (or otherwise LGBT+) “identities” or 
“experiences of attraction”. There needs to be an 
understanding of how these things are embodied as we move 
through and interface with the world. And no identity label or 
string of labels can communicate that on its own. Experiences 
of marginalisation do not divide neatly along lines of 
“identity” or “attraction”.

---------------------

III. People reading me unpredictably... or as Shaggy from 
Scooby Doo?

I never know how people are going to read me. It really 
depends on the context, who I’m with, and who they are. For 
example, it’s next to impossible to be read as “non-binary” by 
cis folks— the options are usually “woman”, “man” and 
“indeterminate freak who is invariably either a woman or a 
man even if I can’t tell which right now”. 
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Typically I’m read as a woman, albeit never a straight 
woman. On rare occasions, I’m very briefly read as a man, until I 
open my mouth and the judgement jumps to “woman”. 

It doesn’t really have much to do with “outedness” for me
or how open I am about various identity labels. There are a few 
contexts where I’m not out as a non-binary person. I’m not 
hiding anything and if people know what to look for it’s pretty 
clear. But often, people don’t know what they’re looking at. 
Mostly, other non-binary people recognise me as presenting fairly
“non-binary” (even if it isn’t one of the non-binary archetypes). 
But cis people don’t.

And while I’m about as out as humanly possible about 
being ace, it’s not necessarily something people can typically (at 
this point in time) be read as by strangers, barring any explicit 
declarations via clothing or buttons, etc. Nevertheless it’s 
something that often comes up pretty quickly even with casual 
acquaintances, largely because I spend so much time doing ace 
stuff and live in an ace space with ace roommates. 

It’s pretty much something I’m comfortable talking about 
at any point in time, with anyone. I do a lot of educational work 
in educational contexts and elsewhere too— like when strangers 
in places like grocery stores see a button or patch I have on me 
and ask. So it doesn’t take much for people to learn I come with 
an “asexual” label and therefore to apply it (if they believe in 
such things... or defiantly classify me otherwise if they don’t). 
Still, that doesn’t usually happen with strangers on sight. 

I’m not usually read on site by strangers as a “queer, 
non-binary aroace”. I’m usually read on site by strangers as 
some kind of queer freak— usually of the dyke variety— 
sometimes trans. What kind of trans? That depends and/or 
who even knows?

I can’t separate the various aspects of my identity that 
might be informing people reading me dyke-wise— is it my non-
binariness? my aceness? my aroness? my aroaceness? my 
queerness? some permutation of those? all of them together? 
(Can they even be separated?) There’s no way to know. And 
occasionally and unpredictably, I’m read as a young (gay and/or 
trans) boy by women for no clear reason (though almost never 
read as a man by men). 
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What I do know is that heterosexism and sexism are the
main regulatory forces I encounter in the world. The gender-
policing I encounter is typically from those blunt instruments and
generally not from any explicit transphobic targeting of my 
transness. While someone might ask me “what” I am (re: 
gender), I won’t get beat up for “being trans”. (I have been 
shoved around by a police officer for being trans and had a nice 
bootprint bruised into my leg, but that's a little different.) I 
might get harassed for “being a dyke” or possibly (though not 
likely) for “being a fag”. 

Having said that, how people read me is often informed
by those around me. Recently, a few times when I've been out 
with my sister, people have read me as a butch (lesbian), even 
though I’m not especially masculine. Those have been times 
when people seemed to be reading us as a couple (which is 
uncomfortable). Occasionally people read me as her tomboy 
little sister (which is really weird because I’m the older one... 
and also well beyond my teen years). But age is tricky— and 
there's trans age magic!

In particular, when I’m out with my roommate, 
heteronormativity encourages people to read one of us as a 
dude, even if we won’t read “straight” when we’re mapped onto
a pairing of bodies gendered differently. And amatonormativity 
encourages people to read us as a couple, especially since so 
many of the places we frequent are places where people are 
assumed to have an intimate or family relationship when they’re 
there together- medical offices, pharmacies, grocery stores, etc.

Pharmacies and doctor’s offices are where I’m most likely 
to be read as a guy (albeit a gay trans guy accompanying my 
boyfriend?). At one particular doctor’s office some staff read us 
both as men— I think they think we’re a gay couple— but 
confusion always ensues because someone else there also thinks 
I’m also the “female friend”. (This is particularly amusing 
because neither of us is a man.)

But generally, it’s hit and miss. Are we a couple of gay 
dudes? Are we a lesbian couple? Are we just an ambiguous 
cloud of “together trans-GAY”? (That’s certainly what we 
seemed to be back when my roommate was less disabled, less 
fat, had a beard and wore much more flamboyant and queer-
coded clothing and make-up.) 
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How my roommate is read usually depends at least 
somewhat on how they are presenting— their clothing and hair, 
the visible shape of their chest, whether they’ve recently shaved
or are wearing any makeup, etc. But people gender them all over
the place with no apparent rhyme or reason, sometimes in the 
most contradictory and humorous ways. 

Other complicating factors have to do with social readings
of disabled, fat bodies— which is often “no gender” (and no 
personhood for that matter).

Sometimes people think I’m my roommate’s caregiver, in 
which case, I’m a “woman” and they’re a non-gendered non-
person. I’m not sure exactly what leads to the assessment that 
my roommate must be needing a care-giver in those moments. 

Maybe it’s because visibly disabled people using walkers 
(or wheelchairs!) can’t have friends or partners or people 
generally choosing to associate with them (at least not while 
they’re actually using their walkers or wheelchairs)? //sarcasm//

Sometimes though, how people read me is a little 
surreal:

dude-seeming person calling me from across a 
parking lot: “Hey, you look like Shaggy23 from Scooby 
Doo!”

me [is neither tall nor thin; is wearing a plaid shirt, 
baggy plaid 3/4 length pants and a plaid hat]: “...”

dude-seeming person again calling me from across a 
parking lot: “Hey, over here! You look like Shaggy from
Scooby Doo!”

me [is unsure how to respond]: “Fair enough”

dude-seeming person still calling me from across a 
parking lot: “Is it fair enough? Do you agree?”

me: “I'm not wearing a green shirt.”

23 The character of Shaggy from Scooby-Doo is a tall and lanky stoner-dude 
cartoon character who hangs out with his large dog (Scooby-Doo) and solves 
cartoon-mysteries with his human-friends. He always wears the same 
clothes. More information: [https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaggy_Rogers]. 
For context, Shaggy looks nothing like me, except for a mild similarity 
between my hair and Shaggy's hair when he was portrayed by Matthew 
Lillard in the live-action movie.
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dude-seeming person still calling me from across a 
parking lot: “It's fucked up that you're a girl. But you 
look like Shaggy.”

me: “...” [shrugs... and leaves]  

{During that interaction, I was engaged in the familiar act of 
trying to put a walker that I’m not really strong enough to lift 
into a car without resting it on my bad knee. I left as soon as I 
could. And throughout the interaction, the person calling at me 
never acknowledged the presence of my roommate.}

Maybe that just says it all: it’s fucked up that I’m a girl and 
simultaneously Shaggy from Scooby Doo.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaggy_Rogers
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High School Harassment… We All Knew
*Something* (Even If It Wasn’t “Asexuality”)

People routinely dismiss the idea that the homophobia 
that aces (especially aroaces) experience could possibly have 
anything to do with our asexuality (or aromaticism). The thing is,
I actually experienced a lot of homophobia and sexual 
harassment in high school, and much of it was very directly 
related to my asexuality and aromanticism. 

At the same time, this was before I knew that asexuality 
and aromanticism were even possibilities— and before any of the 
people perpetrating the homophobia would have known about 
them either. It wasn't necessary for people to know about 
asexuality or aromanticism to harass me for my asexuality and 
aromanticism. 

And this was also long before I understood myself as 
queer— back when compulsory heterosexuality had me assuming 
that I was a straight girl (even though I wasn't into boys).

 Contextualising my parts of my embodied high school 
experience

This narrative is about some of my experience in high 
school— more than a decade ago. I endured a lot of harassment 
as a teen related to my aroaceness, and much of that played out 
in ways that were specific to me also being a fat girl. It feels a 
little strange to be writing about that now, since that’s no longer
my experience: I’m neither fat, nor a girl (or woman).

I never tried to change either of those things— they 
changed on their own. (The body changes were largely related to
chronic health issues: my fatter teen body was stronger, 
healthier and much more natural for me than the unremarkably 
thin-ish version I occupy now).

I don’t know how my high school experience might have 
been different if I hadn’t have (still) been occupying “girl” space
or if I hadn’t have been fat (or if I’d have been ashamed of my 
body and/or had been trying to make myself smaller— I wasn’t). 
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I’m sure my peers still would have targeted me as aroace.
But they probably would have done it differently. And no doubt 
they also would have done it differently if I wasn’t white.

[This piece is part of something that I wrote for the 2nd 
issue of the “f-ace-ing silence” zine24.]

 A story of my embodied high school experience

I was a multidimensional, consummate freak. I 
experienced my asexuality as just another aspect of my 
freakishness. But it was also central to my high school 
experience and to how my peers treated me. I was harassed a lot
in high school. And it was ace-specific.

I was the socially awkward, loner kid. I was the fat kid 
with the big breasts. I didn’t have celebrity crushes, hadn’t seen 
whatever movie, didn’t know that song and didn’t care to. I was 
the smart kid who used too many big words that nobody 
understood. I was the weird kid who did strange things, like 
scrawling song lyrics on empty classroom blackboards, and 
sometimes going for days without speaking.

When I did say stuff, I had too many opinions, was too 
political, too philosophical, too abstract— especially for a girl. 
When I said stuff, I wasn’t talking about boys.

It mattered that I was a girl, even though I never did 
“girl” right. I was a gender-nonconforming queer kid— but I 
didn’t even do that right. I was never a tomboy, defiantly femme
or visibly genderqueer. I was just an odd-looking, odd-acting 
misfit.

I got the typical “dyke” harassment. But I got a lot of 
other stuff too. Adults call it bullying. But that’s a misleading.

So much of the “bullying” high school girls endure is 
actually sexual harassment. For girls who seem to want sex with 
boys, it’s because they want sex with boys. For girls who don’t 
(or who aren’t eager enough to please or to follow commands) 
it’s because they don’t or aren’t eager enough. 

24 The “f-ace-ing silence” zine is a collaborative zine I edit about internal ace 
community alienation. Past issues are available online: https://rotten-
zucchinis.tumblr.com/f-ace-ing 

https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/f-ace-ing
https://rotten-zucchinis.tumblr.com/f-ace-ing
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Slut-shaming, lesbo-shaming, prude-shaming. Sometimes 
all together. Often all together.

And it’s always worse for girls whose bodies and self-
presentations aren’t what they’re supposed to be— in my case, 
as an improperly gendered fat girl.

It went further than that though. I didn’t know asexuality 
was a thing, and they didn’t know asexuality was a thing. But 
they all knew there was something going on with that.

I dressed in the least sexual way possible (which isn’t 
hard for a fat girl) and was the only girl in school whose kilt 
actually did come to down to my knee. I didn’t flirt. I didn’t 
make sexual jokes, let alone understand them. I didn’t comment 
on who was “cute” or “hot”. I was never into New Kids, JTT or 
Leo DiCaprio. Nobody ever asked me out on a date and I was 
good with that. (And I certainly never tried to initiate anything 
date-like.)

I was a stone-cold aroace robot, at least as far as they 
saw me— even if nobody had the language for it. (I am not 
actually a robot.) So that’s how they approached me.

A lot of their harassment turned so explicitly sexual. 
Mostly rumours and stories about me…

 stripping naked in front of people and doing various 
sexually aggressive things;

 working at a strip club (or as a street sex worker) for 
men, while also being a lesbian

 having lots of unrequited love for girls, boys and teachers 
that I allegedly dealt with via non-consensual sexually 
aggressive exhibitionism

 masturbating all the time even in class (and putting my 
hand on my knee apparently constituted “masturbation” 
when I did it— I still don’t understand how)

So much of this harassment was bound up in heterosexist 
misogyny and fat-phobia, because a fat girl’s desires are always 
inappropriate and funny. If I wasn’t showing any sexual or 
romantic desires (especially none toward boys), it must have 
been because there were just too many.
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Some of these people also had other more intense ways of
harassing me, without having to reveal who they were. Naked 
barbie dolls bound together, hanging on my locker, with death 
threats and letters telling me I should kill myself.

When you don’t know who the threats are coming from, it
could be anyone. You stay away from everybody. That’s a really 
effective strategy for isolating someone— not that I wasn’t 
isolated enough already. Sometimes they did confront me 
directly. And when they did, it was everything together.

My favourite was them asking me how many calories were
in tablespoon of sperm. (In the mythology they’d constructed 
around me, I was fat because I performed so many blow-jobs (on 
cis men)— without condoms— and swallowed so much seminal 
fluid… but don’t forget that I was also a dyke.) There’s just so 
much going on with that. Heterosexism, misogyny, fatphobia, 
hypersexualisation, slut-shaming…

Practically, it was an aggressive sexually-focused question 
deliberately designed to make me— the prude— uncomfortable. 
It was a science question designed to thwart me, the science 
geek, presuming I wouldn’t know the answer because I was a 
prude (and if I did know, it was because I was a slut).

I often considered trying to dig up the calorie count, so 
I’d have something to tell them when they asked me again— they
always did ask me again.25 But back on the early side of 2000, 
things like that weren’t so easy to find online. And I also knew 
that if I gave them a number, that would somehow prove that I 
was indeed doing what they said I was doing… and they’d 
probably just come at me with something worse.

 Reflecting on those experiences

All that harassment I endured in high school really was 
about my aroaceness.

25 I looked it up while writing this. Estimates range from 5 to 25 calories per 
teaspoon of semen (depending on the sperm count), which would translate 
to 15 to 75 calories per tablespoon. And one tablespoon of semen represents
between about 3 & 7 unprotected blow-jobs performed on semen-producing 
people— who are typically but not necessarily men.



p. 47

I was always a freak but in middle school, but they mostly
just thought of me as odd and ignored me. I’d have to actually 
do or say something weird for people to get on my case.

These were things that basically showed how “not 
normal” I was overall. Things like counting shoelaces (sort of 
dissociation-related); earnestly answering rhetorical questions or
interpreting people’s comments too literally; overshooting the 
socially acceptable number of words permitted for obscure 
scientific trivia; or failing to meet the tween girl minimum daily 
requirement of self-abasement, etc. But they were things I had 
to do / say.

As long as I kept my mouth shut, I was okay. And 
sometimes people even enjoyed my quirkiness. Things started 
getting worse around ages 12-13… and went downhill in from 
there. High school was not fun, and there was no way out. It 
wasn’t about what I did or said anymore. That shift was timed 
for puberty. But it wasn’t about how bodies change. It was about 
the other stuff. Sexuality was starting to be a thing for them. 
And it just wasn’t part of my experience.

They wouldn’t have harassed me the way they did if I’d 
have been cooing along with them, talking about crushes and 
romantic feelings. They wouldn’t have targeted my asexuality to 
the extend they did— sexually harassed me to that degree— if I’d
have been expressing romantic feelings and attractions. If I’d 
have ever been into the early-teen movie group “dates” (the 
ones that simply required sitting beside your “date” among a 
group of peers, without any touching or kissing).

They wouldn’t have latched onto my asexuality if I’d have
at least been doing “romantic” right (or at all). Or if I’d ever 
even tried it. That’s not to say that romantically inclined aces 
don’t face problems. But they’re not the same problems overall, 
and they don’t work the same ways.

For example, non-aro aces are more likely to date. And 
with dating comes sexual coercion and violence… in a rape 
culture context of compulsory sexuality. (The strongest “risk 
factor” for dating violence is dating…) That violence is 
systemically supported, but it plays out one-on-one. You know 
where the threat is coming from, who is going to do the thing. 
It’s not like everyone-and-anyone is against you.
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Non-aro aces are presumably still subject to regular 
sexual harassment— especially girls (trans, cis, otherwise), non-
binary youth and gender non-conforming boys. And that 
harassment is never okay.

And enough of my peers were interested in “hooking up” 
but not dating… and they didn’t get harassed for it. So I don’t 
think my aromanticism would have been a problem the way it 
was if I hadn’t also been asexual.

My aromanticism led people to torment me for being 
asexual because people couldn’t separate these two aspects of 
me. My aromanticism defined my experience of being asexual in 
high school. (It still defines my experience of being ace.)

My aromanticism is part of my asexuality. My asexuality 
and my aromanticism cannot be separated and my experience 
bears that out. I’m not just ace and aro, or aro and ace. I’m 
aroace. And that matters.

But none of us had the language for any of that, or any 
framework to make it make sense. We all knew that there was 
something though: I really should have known I was asexual. [But
I guess we all kind of sort of did.]
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Notes on Non-Binary Aroace & Queer

Assailability… As Queerspawn

 For the lack of words…

It’s not uncommon to have to have a whole conversation 
explaining the basics when coming out about asexuality which for
me also includes aromanticism). That’s not news. Same goes for 
coming out as non-binary.

Some people have a lot of trouble accepting asexuality. 
But I’ve found even more have trouble accepting how I do (and 
don’t) related to gender.

I’ve had entire lengthy conversations with people about 
gender as it does / doesn’t apply to me… only to have them 
completely forget those conversations ever happened. I think it’s
because the language just isn’t there— there’s more there now 
than there was for my earlier attempts.

The only way I had 10+ years ago to explain myself was to
tell a story of the shiny / fuzzy cow binary— in which I’m a lizard
or perhaps a tree. But somehow, people have managed to 
completely forget entire conversations of trans 101 featuring 
various fantastic types cows. Nobody’s ever forgotten they’ve 
had an entire conversation with me about asexuality. They might 
not believe me, but they do remember the discussion.

 Situating my relationship with gender… and my mother?

It took me years to work where I fit within this whole 
gender mess. But eventually I did. I still haven’t found labels 
that work for me other than “non-binary” though, even now. And
of all the non-binary folks I’ve met over time, I still haven’t met 
any who are non-binary like me. Not even in the ace world. 
Close, but not quite— but that’s not the point here.

I’m aroace. I don’t do the romance / dating thing and I 
never really have. My life is shaped by intense non-normative 
relationships that I have with other rainbow freaks). And that 
matters to my experiences with / out gender, of non-binary 
gender.
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For me that’s meant that I’ve been able to process my 
gender stuff— and live in my body— without pressure to conform 
to any real or potential) sexual or romantic partners’ standards 
of attractiveness or acceptability.

I’ve never had to worry about romantic or sexual 
rejection because of my body or self-presentation confused 
people… or the violence that often goes with that. I’m glad those
things weren’t part of my experience— they definitely are for 
other non-binary aces).

But significant people in my life have given me grief in 
other ace-specific ways, dismissing my non-binary experience 
because I wasn’t looking for a partner. Over and over, they’ve 
used my sexual orientation or gender) to invalidate my gender or
sexual orientation, or both).

I’m sure many non-binary aces are familiar with that 
quandry. But I have another one too that I haven’t yet 
encountered people discussing: 

My mother’s sexual orientation is part of how people 
invalidate both my (aro)ace orientation and my non-binary 
gender.

 A queerness of my own

I’m a queer denomination of queer.

I’m asexual and I’m non-binary and I’m queer. I don’t 
know if my asexuality per se is what makes me queer, or if my 
aromanticism does either. I don’t know if it's me not fitting into 
this whole gender binary thing per se that makes me queer. 

I can't parse out aspects of my experience like that— I'm a
whole person and I'd be someone completely different if any one 
of these things were different. I'm queer because of them all. 
And I'm also queer for other reasons.

I’m queer because I do relationships in a very queer way…
without involving romance, but even if it ever did would be 
queer for other reasons. I’m queer because heteronormativity 
doesn’t work for me and keeps trying to smack me down. 
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I’m queer because conventional man / woman gender is 
yet another thing that doesn’t apply to me, and my existence 
becomes a problem for systems built on denying that’s even 
possible.

I’m queer because I’m a non-binary aroace who does 
queerplatonic relationships. I don’t give an inch to the institution
of heterosexuality and my entire existence defies it— whether 
I’m doing it deliberately or not. I'm queer because I face a lot of 
homophobia and heterosexism and gender policing as I move 
through the world even when I'm alone. [see “Embodied 
Queerness” III: p. 38]. When it comes to my queerness, I can’t 
separate my non-binary gender from my aroaceness. I’m queer 
because of all their powers combined.

I have my own claim on queer. It’s legitimate. But it 
comes from a queer combination of several different parts of 
me— parts that are odd and rarely recognised on their own as 
even existing.

These days, if people are meeting me in person and can 
see me, they don’t question my claim on queer. Or if they pay 
enough attention to my words to understand any of my 
experience, they don’t question that claim. I get put down 
enough as a dyke (whether or not I actually am one) that other 
queer folk don’t question the realness of my queer.

I might not be quite a denomination of queer they’re used
to— I might be a queer queer— but I’m clearly some kind of 
queer. I have to fight for it just as much as they do, and I don’t 
have any option of “passing as straight”. 

I pass alright… but just as other more normative 
variations of “queer”.)  That doesn’t mean that someone’s 
“queer” isn’t legitimate if passing is an option. But people often 
do (wrongly) question people's queer when it is— e.g., people 
often doubt or erase the queer of femme queer women and 
bisexual folks in het relationships.

Because of the space I occupy as I move through the 
world, I don’t have an “out” and I couldn’t “opt out” of queer if 
I wanted to. So nobody tries to kick me out. At least not when 
I’m there on my own.
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 My ace and non-binary assailability… because I’m 
queerspawn

I haven’t encountered many other queerspawn in any ace 
community spaces. I’m sure we’re here, but beyond the “my 
parent realised they might be asexual after I came out” 
narrative, I don't see people talking much about LGBTQ+ parents.

When I first discovered asexuality— and quickly realised 
that fit me… and the vast majority of the human population 
actually really did experience sexual attraction stuff literally in 
ways I had never imagined— I didn’t immediately realise there 
was an asexual closet.

So the first time I casually mentioned my being asexual to
my mother, I wasn’t expecting to be “coming out of the closet”. 
So I wasn’t expecting her reaction. It was a surprise.

My mother laughed at me and told me I was sexually 
repressed. 

My mother had recently come out as being into women 
and not into men. And she was, at that time, still married to my 
father. (They stayed together for a few years after she came 
out.)

She laughed at me and told me I was sexually repressed. 
Because there was something clearly queer about me… and 
asexuality wasn’t one of the ways she could imagine being queer.
It took years before she stopped asking if I “still thought” I was 
asexual.

She never wanted me to make the same mistakes she 
made— she didn’t know she was queer when she married my 
father… she didn’t know a lot of things. And even though I’d 
been telling her for years, she didn’t understand how I was 
already doing significant, queer yet non-romantic relationships.

If I was queer— as I seemed to be— then the only option 
was that I had to be into ladies, in a romantic and sexual way 
(and presumably be one myself too).

As her offspring, my apparent queerness made my 
asexuality suspect. As her queerspawn, my own queerness 
made my aro) asexuality assailable.
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I never got the same explicit rejection of non-binary stuff 
from her— rejection of my being non-woman yet also non-man— 
at least not to my face. But it did also take years before she (and
others) started taking that seriously. 

And even then, for my mother especially, the acceptance 
only came from taking the word of someone else who was / is 
typically trans who was someone whose gender they all accepted
quickly and without incident— after years of refusing mine. 

The difference was because she came out as a woman… 
and we all know that women exist. Apparently non-binary people
like me) don’t really exist. (This doesn't mean that things are 
easy for trans women coming out or that trans women don't face 
particular kinds of violence. Transmisogyny is very real.) 

There was the systematic dismissal of my non-binary 
existence, the consistent misgendering of me, the mis-
pronouning and mis-naming me of. Especially because *I* wasn’t 
changing— there was no transition and I didn’t start behaving any
differently— I was the same queer freak I’d always been, but 
suddenly asking people to respect that, in the way they 
interacted with me and spoke about me.

My non-binary) freekiness is part of what had made me 
seem queer all my life. It’s part of why growing up, my family 
actually didn’t ever assume I was straight. They understood my 
queerness on a basic level, but they understood it as me being a 
girl / woman) into other girls / women.

My mother never wanted me to make the same mistakes 
she made. As her offspring, my apparent queerness made her 
question my non-binary identity. As her queerspawn, my own 
queerness made my aroace) non-binary identity assailable.

 My place in queer spaces as queerspawn

As queerspawn, I have a second, tentative claim to 
queer spaces. The role of queerspawn in queer spaces is 
complicated. Many queer spaces are specifically open to 
queerspawn because the children are often hit worst by 
homophobia aimed at the parents. But that’s mostly for offspring
who are still children and teen— the youth.
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My younger step-siblings are just entering adolescence 
and being raised half-time in a household with two moms. They 
are queerspawn in the proper sense.

They have to worry about the homophobia from kids at 
school and their parents. And sometimes from even from 
teachers. At school, they do word problems and writing 
worksheets that describe families that never look like their own. 
They can’t invite other kids over without “coming out” first, and 
they can’t go over to new friends’ homes until they know how 
those new parents will react. Sometimes other kids on the 
playground tell them their parents are going to hell and that they
might too. Sometimes the school doesn’t do anything about it.

There are queer spaces dedicated to young people like 
them. For example, LGBTQ+ youth groups and GSA clubs are 
open to queerspawn not as just “allies”) regardless of their own 
sexual orientations or genders. And I haven’t met anyone who 
would deny them that space as queerspawn. People get that they
belong, and that it’s important.

As adults, things change, and they should change. As 
adults, we still sometimes have space with our queer parents in 
their queer spaces. The assumption of course is that we’re 
wonderful allies— that we belong, but as spawn as part of an 
adult relationship with a queer parent), but not as queer 
ourselves.

Usually that makes sense. My adult younger brother, for 
example, is straight. If he's with my mother at a lesbian space, 
he's there as her (heterosexual) queerspawn.

But that doesn’t make sense for me. When I’m with my mother 
at a lesbian space, I’m there as her queer queer)spawn.

On the other hand, I’m not a lesbian, bisexual, or 
otherwise queer woman. And very often, lesbians and bisexual 
women get that I’m not one of them. There’s an otherness 
about me… because my queer is an odd queer— a queer queer.
(I’m a non-binary aroace and wtf does that even mean?)

My non-binary aroaceness makes me queer, but it 
makes be an unrecognisable queer. And that has some 
interesting consequences when I’m interacting with my mother’s 
people as queerspawn.
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 The intergenerational “queer-quota” and my 
unrecognisable “queer”

The only time I will ever be read as a straight woman is 
when I’m meeting my mothers lesbian & bi, but mostly 
lesbian) friends as her offspring. I can’t even count the number 
of time I’ve been in rooms of kick-ass dykes and the only thing 
anyone wants to talk to me about is whether or not I have a 
boyfriend. No. I really don’t— and I’m really not into men. Stop 
asking me that.

It’s the intergenerational queer-quota. My mother’s 
into women. Somehow, that’s supposed to magically make me 
(cis) heterosexual. We all know that queer parents never have
queer kids.

It’s as though you only get one “queer tag” per family 
(although siblings seem to be able to share). Did I miss the memo
about applying to the local queer registry for additional tags? Do 
I have to pay the administration fee? (There won’t be a toaster 
involved, but does my mother get a microwave or popcorn-maker
out of the deal?) How does this all work?

As my mother’s queerspawn, my non-binary aroaceness
makes my own queerness assailable.

It’s less of an issue these days, now that my mother isn’t 
new to her space and her people know me. When there are new 
people, she introduces me as queer “family” so people know I’m 
queer in my own right too.

And now that she’s been respecting my pronouns more, 
my own queer becomes a little less deniable (even if people 
don’t understand it better). That and I’m a human-shaped ace & 
trans educational seminar.

So instead of needing to defend my queer, I have other 
things to explain… no, non-binary gender isn’t a characteristic 
property of asexuality and doesn’t mean people without genitals.
Asexuality and non-binary gender stuff are different things that 
can exist either separately or together, though there are a lot of 
us non-binary aces. Throw aromanticism into the pot and stir.

My non-binary aro) aceness all works together in my 
experience to generate my queerness. 
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But not everyone is like me and these things don’t link 
up for everyone they way they do for me. I don’t speak for 
any group. I’m not a typical “??” person and “??” people are 
so diverse it doesn’t make sense to talk about a “typical ?? 
person” at all. Et cetera, et cetera.

 So in conclusion

I’ve been at this long enough that people who already 
know me don’t question my identity’s realness anymore— even if 
they don’t really understand it… they’re willing to accept that 
I’m queer and (aro) ace and non-binary.

(Apparently and unfortunately, people seem to equate 
longevity with legitimacy.)

But their questioning was a part of my experience for 
many years. And a lot of that had to do specifically with my 
mother’s queerness. (Curiously though, nothing about me ever 
cast doubt on her queerness.)

As my mother’s queerspawn, my own queerness made 
both my (aro) aceness and my non-binary-ness assailable.

And as her queerspawn, my non-binary aroaceness 
made my own queerness assailable.

And there wasn’t anything to do but wait it out.
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The “Unassailable Asexual”: 
My 3 cents (Revisited)

Way back in 2009— more than a year before the term 
“unassailable asexual” was coined, I wrote something about how 
aces were basically being given a stake in our own collective 
marginalisation26. It was part of a larger conversation abut 
prescriptive vs. descriptive identity labels.

In particular, I wrote about how a version of a “real” 
asexual was being set up (at the expense of anyone who didn’t 
fit it), and how this was leading to people questioning their own 
asexuality, to them not feeling “asexual enough” for the asexual 
community. The whole point I was trying to make back then was 
the importance of *not leaving anyone behind* in our quest for 
mainstream acceptance. 

[Almost exactly 5 years later, I wrote the first version of 
this piece, talking about how that mattered even more than it 
did then. And in the three-and-a-half years since then, while the 
context has shifted drastically, these words are still strikingly and
depressingly relevant. With a few minor tweaks and 
parenthetical explanations, this piece is almost exactly as I 
wrote it in 2014. Despite how radically the context has shifted— 
in a community that has only really existed since 2001, even a 
year or two bring radical changes— there's a core issue here that 
hasn't changed.]

 How did we get here?

The 2009 conversation dealt with the question of whether
we were hurting or limiting ourselves by identifying as asexual 
(too soon?)… and whether using these labels would box-us-in and 
prevent us from growing as people. This discussion came on the 
heels of messages from various media sources telling us that our 
community was hurting people by being too accepting. (I 
believed— and still do— that this was no coincidence, that this 
was our response to their outward hostility. Others disagreed).
26 This was something I posted on APositive 

[http://www.apositive.org/viewtopic.php?f=14&t=315&start=0#p2999]. The 
space has changed drastically since then, into a space in which I have no 
desire to participate.
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The “too-accepting” criticism was common back then— 
the idea was that we were so accepting that we’d convince 
unsuspecting confused non-asexual people to identify as asexual 
and then they’d miss out on the sexuality that they could and 
should have had. The most public of these accusations was from 
the infamous 20/20 segment in 2006 with Dr. Joy Davidson, who, 
years later, eventually revised her position27. 

[This notion that we'd ever be put down for being “too 
accepting” had become humorous when I originally wrote this 
piece in 2014, but things seem to have circled back around. In its
most recent incarnation, people are now routinely accusing us of 
hurting lesbian, gay and bi folks who struggle with internalised 
homophobia by letting them identify as asexual instead of their 
“real” non-heterosexual orientation— and that we should all stop
talking about asexuality and dissolve our communities until 
internalised homophobia is a thing of the past.]

[Unfortunately, the waves of (mostly-online) hostility from
ace-exclusionist— or more broadly from Reactionary Exclusionist 
Gatekeepers— ranges from arguing against comprehensive sex ed
for the express purpose of making sure young people don't find 
out about asexuality so they can't be tempted to identify as 
asexual out of inernalised homophobia... to flat-out telling 
asexual teens to kills themselves. This exclusionist / REG 
hostility is routinely labelled “discourse TM”. Fortunately, there's
also been a lot of bi-ace and trans-ace solidarity, because of how
our communities overlap, and because of how these exclusionist-
REGs seem to want us all out of LGBTQ+ spaces.]

Back in 2009, the idea of aces feeling like they’re not 
“asexual enough” or that they weren’t “really asexual” because 
they didn’t fit the “ideal asexual” archetype (or that asexuality 
wasn’t for them because they had X experience, etc.) was a new 
conversation that gave people in ace spaces pause to think28. 
(That doesn’t mean that it was an experience people had never 
had before, but that alienation from the ace community wasn’t a
dominant-if-often-unspoken theme in ace spaces, as it is now.)

27 https://asexualcuriosities.wordpress.com/2009/12/28/q-a-with-joy-
davidson-part-1/ 

28 For example, Ily of Asexy Beast (i.e., a bloggers in the much-smaller ace 
blogosphere) wrote about how this was a completely new idea in September
2009: http://theonepercentclub.blogspot.ca/2009/09/ideal-asexuals.html 

http://theonepercentclub.blogspot.ca/2009/09/ideal-asexuals.html
https://asexualcuriosities.wordpress.com/2009/12/28/q-a-with-joy-davidson-part-1/
https://asexualcuriosities.wordpress.com/2009/12/28/q-a-with-joy-davidson-part-1/
http://www.apositive.org/viewtopic.php?f=14&t=315&start=0#p2999
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Several people questioned whether this ideal was 
enforced from within the community, or from outside pressure 
(or enforced at all), and raised the idea of two different 
standards of ideals— one for our community and another for 
outsiders. And eventually, out of that discussion, the term 
“unassailable asexual” emerged.

With more public visibility and with popularisation of 
things like ace tumblr (that people could stumble into by 
chance), the asexual / ace community became less insular, less 
“separate” from everything else. And for various reasons, our 
community became communities. 

That was useful for spreading the word about asexuality 
to new and vast audiences, but it left us vulnerable. And it 
meant that the “within-community ideal” and the “public-
acceptance ideal” didn’t stay separate. They merged in a single 
shape-shifting trickster to form this double-bind— between-a-
rock-and-a-hard-place— condemned-if-you-do-condemned-if-you-
don’t situation. It’s an impossible situation. And we can’t win 
(unless we refuse to play).

 Where are we now?

We now *have* a stake in our collective marginalisation. 
We all understand that if we speak up as assailable aces (and all 
of us are assailable in some way), then we risk spoiling things for 
the group. But that’s a system that benefits almost nobody and 
harms us all. 

And over the past few years, many aces have used this in 
their activism to try to gain more grounds for asexuality 
generally, believing it’s our foot in the door. It’s not. It’s a trap. 
And now we’re seeing the consequences.

What’s truly insidious about this recognition-for-the-right-
asexuals thing is how effective it has been in fracturing our 
community and undermining our solidarity among ourselves, our 
solidarity with each other. And we keep replicating that dynamic,
even as we try to move past it by paying more attention to 
experiences that used to be— and often still are— hidden away… 
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Now people are fighting about who is more “unassailably”
asexual in the asexual community. Nobody feels like they belong,
and everyone thinks they’re the only individual or only subgroup 
who feels that way. And a lot of people are blaming other aces 
for the alienation they experience from ace community, 
believing those others have a bigger piece of the ace community 
cake.

Instead of fighting back against this system of 
maginalisation we’re fighting each other. [And that doesn't just 
apply to aces— we're very much seeing that now with the 
reactionary exclusionist gatekeeping within broader LGBTQ+ 
circles.] That’s the point. That’s the outcome of respectability 
politics. [Homonormativity is starting to have a place for us, if 
we give up any challenge we have to the larger structures of 
oppression. Even the exclusionist with their insistence that 
queerness is only about (and homophobia only targets) 
“involuntary same-gender attraction” are oaky with the few of us
who fit into their neoliberal, homonormative ideals.]

This carrot-on-a-string promise of acceptance has 
fractured our community and incited so much hostility among 
ourselves that we’re not in a solid position to resist it. We’re still
too busy trying to protect ourselves from each other as we work 
through our individual alienation… alone.

 Moving forward…

We are promised individual acceptance in exchange for 
falling into respectable, well-behaved line (within limits, 
because people who aren’t white or non-disabled or fortunate 
enough to have not been abused, etc. will never be respectable 
enough… although everyone is still supposed to try). But that 
promise is a trap. It’s a lie, and when it’s not, it’s not enough. 

In some ways, we’ve traded our community and all 
possibilities for a radical restructuring of our societies’ social 
worlds for the illusion of (the possibility of) individual validation.
It wasn’t a conscious trade— we got backed into a corner before 
we realised what was happening and we’re still there. But we 
won’t get out without a fight, and we can’t win (or survive 
intact) unless we work together.
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This should never be an individual struggle.

That’s why and how respectability politics and 
homonormativity protect the dominant power structures: divide 
and conquer; break solidarity; fracture communities and turn 
them against each other in the quest for their collective goal. 
We’re easier to manage and mitigate if we’re a bunch of 
alienated individuals, especially if we’re fighting amongst 
ourselves. (Yes, I’m paranoid, and yes they’re really after us.)

Our connections with each other are our only protection, 
and those are what’s been eroded. We need to re-build these 
connections and come together in community solidarity. And to 
start, we need to give up this stake we now have in our 
collective marginalisation.

We need to give up this liberal idea that acceptance for
the most privileged (or unassailable) will eventually trickle 
down to acceptance for us all: it doesn’t work like that.

We need to see who is being harmed by what, when 
and how— because this doesn’t play out in a neutral way… it 
plays out within and for other systems of power.

We need to stop fighting each other for liberal tokens 
of acceptability under a white supremacist, heteronormative 
patriarchy. And we can start by recognising that our shared 
alienation from our community can unite us (if we let it). 

We are not all the same, we do not share the same 
experiences, and we don’t need to downplay our differences. We
just need to find some common ground where we can to start 
coming together (again?) for our common goals. We are 
different, but if we give up the stake we have in our collective 
marginalisation, we will see that some goals will benefit us all... 
but only if we also give up our individual stakes in these larger 
systems of power and marginalisation.

We need to go back to square one and move forward, 
together. Even if it’s slow— and it will be slow. Challenging 
amatonormativity, compulsory sexuality and rape culture is going
to take time. And it can't be done without also throwing off the 
shackles of heteronormativity, patriarchy and captialism. This is 
a large, revolutionary project. But it will be worth it.
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Some Things Offline Ace Community Mean To Me

Offline ace community looks like a lot of different things. 
I'm ace offline, all the time. Sometimes it matters more than 
others. Being ace has brought a lot of things into my life that 
aren't necessarily obviously connected to asexuality— e.g., my 
introduction to feminist Passover seders anf to prison 
abolitionism and other anarchist ideas. And I've seen it bring 
many things into other people's lives too. This piece touches on 
some of the things offline ace community means to me and some
of the things it means to some of the people in my life.

--------------------

I live in an all-ace house (i.e., all my roommates are aces
— of the non-cis variety, where I'm in some sense the least 
disabled of the bunch). Sometimes offline ace community is 
finding people to live with. In that capacity, sometimes offline 
ace community means sharing cooking tasks in a ways that works 
as well as possible around issues of chronic pain and fatigue. 
Sometimes it means ridiculous conversations at odd hours sitting 
on the kitchen floor. (In case there were any doubts, “A.C.E.” is 
totally an acronym and it's stands for “aces cabbages and 
endives”.) Sometimes it just means not having to explain...

Sometimes, offline ace community means people being 
there to help you move. Sometimes it means your parent(s) 
coming with you to meetups because you're too young to go by 
yourself. Or sometimes it means your family members coming to 
in-person educational events because, after so many years of not
believing or dismissing you, they're finally ready to learn. 
Sometimes it means your sister asking your non-binary 
wtfromantic ace roommate (who isn't into dudes) if they're the 
“girlfriend” of your aroace cis-guy friend— and everyone being 
uncomfortable.

Sometimes it's unexpectedly walking into a copy-shop 
wearing wings and a pink tutu over your overalls... because that 
somehow makes more sense as a way to meet your online ace 
friend in person for the first time than scheduling something. 
Sometimes it means having a neighourhood companion to 
accompany on late-night dog-walks.
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Sometimes it means acquiring a beloved cat because your 
ace friend can't keep the kittens her cat produced... Sometimes 
it means walking the length of one of your city's subway lines, 
laughing, because in the midst of a good conversation, it didn't 
occur to anyone to stop.

Sometimes offline ace community means getting on an 
airplane in one country with 200 t-shirts you can't carry on your 
own, not knowing if there will be someone there to pick you up 
or where you're going to sleep that night. Sometimes offline ace 
community means someone being there at 1:30am to meet you.

Sometimes it means trying to figure out how to make 
black icing for ace pride cupcakes... and going with black 
sprinkles instead. Sometimes it's making new friends for larping 
or table-top rpg's. Sometimes it's finding new people to give 
feedback on writing. 

Sometimes it's standing in front of an auditorium 
butchering written words on paper because the person who's 
least shy about public speaking also has a reading disability and 
disfluencies of speech. 

Sometimes it's people being patient for that. Sometimes it
means holding space for the ASL interpreter to figure out what a 
Deaf community member is trying to say while the audience at 
an educational event is getting antsy. Sometimes it's the change 
that washes over that audience when they finally understand 
why they were waiting.

Sometimes it's the conflict between the “neurodiversity” 
and the “mental illness” perspectives. Sometimes it's having a 
space to talk about neurodivergence for the first time. 
Sometimes it's being in rooms only with other autistic folks. 
Sometimes it's not having to explain the presence of stim toys, 
stuff-animal friends and unscented soap.

Sometimes it's brainstorming how to respond to some 
straight white dude in your public speaking group exploiting your 
ideas without credit. Sometimes it's passing along information 
about hospitals with sexual assault nurse teams and resources for
counselling. Sometimes it's talking about changing acey 
experiences on subway cars, spreading (non-specifically ace) 
messages on street-posts with wheat-paste late into the night. 
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Sometimes it's having people who are willing to join you, 
with only a moment's notice, to stare down the cops as they 
defend people blaming homophobia on Muslims. Sometimes it's 
finding out that some of the people who were already there are 
also ace.

Sometimes ace-ing it up offline means people telling you 
that aces don't belong in LGBTQ+ communities, or don't 
experience homophobia— and that information about asexuality 
doesn't belong with info about other sexual orientations at the 
new queer resource centre (but maybe it can get a mention with 
the STI and sexual health info, beside abstinence). 

Sometimes it's the gender and sexual diversity officer at a
university asking you to “prove” that asexuality is a sexual 
orientation. Sometimes it's that same diversity officer, years 
later, denying there was ever any doubt that asexuality should be
included.

Sometimes it's rampant neoliberalism. Sometimes it's 
“we're just like everybody else” and “denying your partner sex is
a form of abuse!”29 Sometimes it's people making fun of your 
inability to speak. Sometimes it's flagrant cultural 
generalisations. Sometimes it's people challenging those things.

Sometimes it's cis folks getting used to having a lot of 
non-binary people around. Sometimes it's not having anyone 
doubt that aroace lesbians exist.

Sometimes ace-ing it up offline means being in 
community with other aces. Sometimes it just means being ace 
offline, with all that entails.

29 I wrote another zine with essays exploring issues of consent, sexual 
entitlement, and working toward a consent culture. It's called ““'Sex' is not
a thing”, “textual intimacy” and other essays about consent, friendship, 
intimacy & community” (March, 2018) and is available online at: 
https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/ 

https://rottenzucchinisfiles.wordpress.com/
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