Asexuality: the History of a Definition

1. Sources and methods

There are only a few (three that | know of) plastere the history of the asexual
community has been outlined. On the AVENwiki, the pagruaBVEN itself has a short history
of the site (AVENwiki.) An early, and very brief, thiae is given by AVENguy in an early post
on AVEN called “ASEXUAL History?” (AVEN.) The longéslescription | know of is the
podcast titled “history lesson” on the podcast/blog “Lawerfthe Asexual Underground” (Jay
2006a.) These are very interesting and | found them helpftithere is a much that they do not
say. Also a podcast called “Asex 101" (Jay 2006b) from "Lfowen the Asexual Underground,”
Asex 101 has some information relevant to the topic, thaugmot primarily about asexual
history.

In trying to do my own research, there are some impbsiurces that still exist. According to
the above mentioned outlines of the history of the atmecommunity, throughout the 90’s
people would occasionally describe something like asexualigome sexuality message boards,
but they weren’t able to connect with other asexualsZ0agb.) In 1997, there came out an
article called “My Life as an Amoeba” that allowed pkpoto post to it, and thus allowed
asexuals to communicate with each other, creatingrgteofiline “asexual community.” This
article still exists orasexualove.netaind the original, with comments, existsioternet

archives' The most important early (preaven) asexual communityasggioo group called
Haven for the Human AmoelffiHA.) This still exists and is the most important seuof
information on the early asexual community. Howetlagre are a few problems. First, there are
far too many posts for a mere amateur historian like myseéad all of them—I've read a few
hundred, but after a while, | started skipping a lot anédedi fair bit on searches. Another
problem is that a good number of the sites that are linke& di@ne dead, including the earliest
version of AVEN. Another important source of data cerfiem AVEN itself—many early posts
still exist. For example, if you go to Q & A on the AMBorums and go to the oldest posts, you
can find some of them (I linked to one earlier.) Usingsierch tool and going to the older
posts is helpful here as well but you'll need to useatheanced search features. Another
important source of datalisternet Archive which has some old websites (for example the
Official Nonlibidoist Society’s now defunetebsite) I've also corresponded with David Jay,
and he has helped fill in a few gaps here and there. Ageat; because of the way I've gone
about this, my claims are largely a matter of impogsdive tried to find as many posts about
defining asexuality, but much of this was done by searchinthéwords “definition” and
“define” on HHA and AVEN, and so | have likely overlooketther posts discussing this issue
without using these words. Take my history for whatvittsth.

! This page has a table of dates. If you click on a glateget the article and if you scroll down, there lisia for
“comments.” That links has the comments up to theyateclicked. Kudos to the avenite who gave me the link.



2. Thecreation of the definition

My narrative begins with the yahoo group “Haven forheman Amoeba.” This group was
formed in October 2000 but, other than the introductory, ploste was no conversation until

Feb 2001 when the founder was curious who the other peopleadhpined (but not said
anything) were. In the following discussion, one persi&ecsvhat an asexual was and the group
founder said that being asexual means being not sexual+refattence to people, this means

not being sexually attracted to men or women (or hocsgs, dogs or anything else someone
might want to joke about.) What relationship, if any, grsup had to the “community” formed
around the 1997 article isn’t clear. In April 2001, a link tat thrticle was posted by the group’s
founder without indication of how long she had knownuabio HHA started out as a very small

group.

At first, discussion was pretty sporadic. Sometimes,,wéhaew person would join, they would
give some kind of introductory post or two; this would ceembit of discussion, and then it
would die out for a while—sometimes a month or two—umtilew person came and gave an
introductory post. Beginning in July 2007, posts had become pegfiNar, probably because
their numbers had grown enough to generate sustained cooatioimi In August 2008, things
really took off, going from 17 posts from Oct 2000 to June 2@018 posts in July 2001, and
130 posts in August 2001.

Meanwhile, in the 2000-2001 school year, there was a cdllegleman at Wesleyan University
by the name of David Jay. David had considered himself assixie@ high school, and after
going to college, he had gone to the LGBT office tryingrtd out everything they knew about
asexuality. They didn’t know anything about it. During timse, he found the above mentioned
“My life as an Amoeba,” and this was the first timeelfad ever seen the word “asexual” used to
refer to people outside of his own writings. This promptedtbigreate a page about asexuality
on his Wesleyan account, calling it AVEN—the Asexual Migy and Education Network.
Before finding that article, he had already been thinklmauadoing this, but it provided the
necessary impetus to get things started. There wasnh mformation on this page—mostly
just a definition of the term asexual and his emailirgs&nyone who knew anything about the
subject to contact him. The original definition was sdnmgf like “a person who is attracted to
neither gender.” He then emailed his page to the heddSBT groups on college campuses
around the US in an attempt to find other asexuals. Ottenf wrote back to him about the
“neither gender” part, informing him about trans issueses$ponse to this, David modified the
definition so that it did not assume a gender binary. Whs around March or April of 2001.

This initial definition—a person who is attracted to hertgender—fits well with the (now
abandoned) meaning of the AVEN triangle, which | belieas @aiso on the original AVEN page.



The top line is based on the Kinsey scale: one endhés-sex attraction, and the other end is
same-sex attraction, allowing for all sorts of combaraof these in the middle. The existence of
another dimension was postulated —amount of attraction—wibiraed the vertical axis,
bisecting the Kinsey scale. As attraction decreasedleggmeference vanishes, making a
triangle. After learning about the experiences of oéiserxuals, this theory didn't last long, but
the symbol has survived. In the theory that this syndgaiasents, the definition “a person who
is attracted to neither gender” makes a lot of sense.

In August 2001, the summer after David’s freshman yearesaenwho had joined HHA in July
2001 (and had info about asexuality on her webpage, whidwislead so | have no idea what
was on it) found David’s site and contacted him, telling hbout HHA and asking if he wanted
to join a webring she was putting together of asexues sit was early August when she
contacted him, and a week later he joined HHA. This Wwagly after the time that the group
had started to get enough members to have sustained coiovensatas also around this time
that people began to get an idea of the diversity thatteel even within their small group. One
person who considered herself asexual said that she batstrand another was very confused
by this. She thought of asexuality as a lack of sextraation (likely reflecting the founder’s
definition), and thought this was the same as sex dfivg/ou don’'t experience sexual attraction,
what'’s the point?) At this time, the concept of undiedcsex-drive was introduced into asexual
discourse and several people found it to be useful andetibpA couple weeks after David
joined, he suggested that the thing that unified people on H&A\net experiencing sexual
attraction—this suggests that by this point, he had chamhggohtrase “attraction/attracted” to
“sexually attracted/sexual attraction,” probably onittileience of the founder of HHA'’s
definition and the one or two others who had adopted &.fif$t instance of the present
definition in HHA was in a discussion on defining ase)aml{asexualism and asexuality were
used interchangeably back then) in a post by David in peeSber 2001.

In present asexual discourse, one reason the termdisattraction” is used in the definition is to
contrast it with other kinds of attraction (i.e. emagal/romantic attraction.) When the above
definition was proposed, this distinction had not becetaadard in asexual discourse. As far as
| can tell, this issue came up in late December 2001 asdnwee-or less worked out in January
2002. Interestingly, this requires a change in the meanite mérson who does not experience
sexual attraction” without requiring any change in timglage.

Late in 2001, there was a decent amount of discussigssoes involving defining asexuality.
The consensus opinion (at least the one expressed8ie was that asexuality is undefinable—
each person had their own reason for calling themse}ual, and there was too much diversity
in their (still very small) asexual community for amye definition to cover everyone. However,
people also agreed that it would be useful to have a defirtiat they could give to people—
having a definition would be helpful for asexual visibilifyhis was discussed, and there was no



consensus. David had proposed his definition, but theretdidaim to be any strong support for
it or disagreement with it. My impression is that thajority opinion was to think of asexuality
not in terms of sexual attraction, but in terms oduse preference. Seen in this light, the
Collective Identity Model makes a lot of sense: No lgmgfinition encompasses all asexual
people, so the common theme is that asexuals are pelopleall themselves asexual because
they disidentify with sexuality—i.e. they prefer nothave sex, and this affects how they go
about forming relationships. (The parts about identity r@tationships were particular emphases
found in David Jay’s writings more than in other mempleus by and large, this definition fits
pretty well with the early consensus.) In this contéxtink the definition “a person who does
not experience sexual attraction” was intended to filltaed of a definition to be used for the
purpose of asexual visibility rather than as the onethigatommunity was based on.

Once when talking to David Jay about defining asexualityaltetbat “A person who does not
experience sexual attraction” is the definition usedidatthe asexual community. “A person
who calls themself asexual” is the one used insidasbgual community. Reading the history
this way, this makes comment makes perfect sense.

3. Thestandardization of the definition

Having seen how one person came up with the definition ¥8gmewho does not experience
sexual attraction,” the question becomes how this tiefinbecame the standard one in asexual
discourse. Once it came to be the definition (promigehsplayed) on one asexual website, |
think that there are two main questions to address. Thesfihy AVEN came to be the main
asexual website. The second is why AVEN's initial deibmitcontinues to be its definition today.
I'll start with the first part.

Early in the asexual community, there were some @bexual websites that are linked in HHA,
but these have gone dead. In terms of asexual communikgegvhere asexuals can gather and
converse with each other—I am aware of three placaseothiat existed early on. The first,
HHA, isn’'t very active anymore. The design isn’t paraely good for large groups and other
sites do things much better. AVEN first started itsifos in May 2002. However, there was one
other important site which continues to be active—tlesuses community on LiveJournal was
formed in April 2002, about a month and a half before th&N\orums began. If we look at

the “about” section of its profile, it says, “Thisascommunity for asexual people to discuss
living without sexuality. We welcome anyone with no onwiitle sexual attraction to others,
people with low or no libido, and their allies.” One thirmuywill find is that “a person who does
not experience sexual attraction” does not appear. The gaoitymvas created because the
community “asexuals” was considered too judgmental and was gy celibate people (termed
“lifestyle asexuals”) rather than people with littlerar sexual attraction (“classic asexuals”) and
they spent a lot of time criticizing the sexual behes/f others. The language that is used on



the asexuality community on LJ’s profile is the saod of language that can be found on the
AVEN forums by the founder of asexuality on LJ. (Frample, on théntroductory posof the
founder of the Official Asexual Society. LJ’'s foundeiparanoidgynandroid on that post.)

The founder of this community on LJ was perfectly avedr&VEN’s definition, and in fact, was
heavily involved in redesigning AVEN in March 2002, includingtimg AVEN's general FAQ
and creating AVEN's present color scheme (this explaimgterms like “little or no sexual
attraction” are used in the FAQ, and also why asexuatitiJ's profile links people to AVEN’s
FAQ for more information.) Perfectly aware of AVENIgfinition, no need was felt to adopt it.
Given this person's role in early AVEN, | imagine thatimportant conflict between LJ's
definition and AVEN's was seen.

The reasons AVEN has risen to prominence are listdteiabove linked “History Lesson.” The
domain name, asexuality.org, was easier to remembepnthanasexual sites, the graphics were
better, the software was better, David was a betbdnvaster, and the forums enabled there to be
multiple conversations going on at the same timealsie mentions AVEN'’s inclusive approach,
though I'm not really convinced how important this is. Tés inclusive sites seemed to me to
be somewhat at the fringe of asexuality. (For exampée Official Asexual Society/The Official
Nonlibidoist Society’s design made it largely a one-worsaow and didn’t give people much of
a chance to communicate with one another the way AYEN] did, meaning that it could not

be the basis of enabling large numbers of asexuals t@cowith each other.) If you read the
early LJ posts, you'll find that in several key aspetts;tually has a more inclusive approach
than AVEN (LJ’s definition includes people who experiexegy little sexual attraction, people
who experience sexual attraction but have such a lgwhss feel no desire to act on it, and a
sharp distinction between asexuality and celibacy isnaate.) My suspicion is that AVEN'’s
inclusive approach was a necessary condition for gstoigprominence, but not a particularly
strong factor since other sites also had inclusive aubes.

Another important factor is that once AVEN startedbéoan important site, this created positive
feedback--whenever it was mentioned in an articlaiahsexuality, it's the page that people
would go to for more information, increasing its trafftdamembership. One big advantage of
having the asexuality.org site rather than the HHA yajroap, is that it was findable on google,
so that people who typed in asexual came to be able tecowith other asexual people.

My intuition tells me that the main reason for AVENuccess is its superior design, especially
with the forums, which enables it to do a lot more thauean. (Which LJ has no problem with
because it's close connection with AVEN predates imdiing. Also, in July 2002, the founder
of asexuality on LJ directed people over to AVEN, higlelygommending it, especially because
they were having more discussion than on the LJ commuBiecause of AVEN's forum design,
people are able to participate in the discussions andiedhky have a place in the asexual



community—this is important for keeping them involved. Mtran this, as the site grew, there
came to be more work to be done than any single pemda do. By including additional

people in having key roles—key roles in maintaining the sitederating the forums, doing
visibility and education work, talking to people in the naeditc.—this makes those people more
involved and have a greater sense of investment in treas®mmunity. In order for the
asexual community to grow, this is necessary. It cannptdbe@ one-person show (like the
Official Asexual Society had been.)

Now that we've seen how the present definition camigetthe one on AVEN’s mainpage and
how AVEN came to be the main asexual site, the quesiwhy the definition hasn’t changed
during AVEN'’s rise to prominence. | think the first majeason is definitional inertia—once a
definition is there on the main page, it's going to beléato change than if there was no
“standard” definition and people were trying to hammer aurten a discussion somewhere. Not
just that, but the way it is portrayed is significant.rhore or less has a definition, but it isn’t
clearly stated in an easily quotable form and you havead through the page a bit to get to it.
But on asexuality.org, “Asexual: A person who does npeggnce sexual attraction” is in big
letters right in the middle of the screen so thatands out and is one of the very first things
people see when coming to the site.

The issue of defining asexuality didn’t come up much in ea@uiZN discussions. There was one
thread, several months after the forums were createdenDavid opened up the question of
whether anyone wanted to change the definition of adiéxu(The context, as it turns out, was
making T-shirts. If people are going to buy asexual T-shathere a different definition they
would rather exhibit via their clothing?) One person suggestgithg that asexuals are people
who have little or no sex-drive, but this was rejectecabise of the fact that some asexuals have
an “undirected sex-drive.” Other than this, no one pl®posed any alternatives. In response to
the “little or no” part of the rejected alternatii@avid mentioned a couple possible
modifications: “experiences little or no sexual atticat’ or “experiences negligible sexual
attraction.” He acknowledged these to be more accuvhteds afraid that they would be
confusing. No one else commented on this, and no othertefmwere proposed.

There was one thread I've found in 2002 in which one pdrgnto attack AVEN’s definition,
but the arguments don’t make a lot of sense. The magpinion on that thread indicates that
most people were perfectly aware of problems with th&R\definition—it has difficulties
dealing with the gray areas—but people didn’t seem to teacttange the definition because
they recognized that any definition is going to run intoilsr problems. There is no perfect
definition of asexuality.

From time to time, there have been some people pirgpakernative definitions, but these tend
to have even bigger problems than the standard definitidmame of these proposals has



managed to gain widespread support. The longer the standarti@eis on AVEN'’s frontpage,
the more inertia it gains. As AVEN became larger and managed not by a single person, but
by a group of admods, this makes changing the definitiom lkeaeder. Also, people have become
used to the definition “a person who does not experisexeal attraction,” and for many it is an
important part of their decision to identify as asexsalthis adds to the definitional

inertia. Another reason the definition has persisdedtat a lot of people find that it makes sense
to them—it is sexual attraction that they don't feel.

4. Consequences of the definition

The standardization of this definition has had significnsequences, some of which were
unforeseeable and unintended.

In the early asexual community, many people came wéabgurceived ideas of what asexuality
was, but after they came to have a better understanélihg other people identifying as asexual,
there came to be a general consensus that the tesmnaafinable. However, it was also
recognized that having a definition would be important feaaring asexuality to people. The
definition that came to dominate was the one presanigetde main page of the asexual site that
came to be the most important one in the asexual contynihat site came to dominate
primarily because of its superior design, and its dedmipersisted because most people didn’t
object to it, and the few times that there was seraolyscacy for an alternate definition, the
proposed alternatives tended to have even more prolatthé (now) standard definition.

In effect, it has come to be the definition primarigchuse it is the definition authoritatively
presented to newcomers to asexuality and is quoted frequenithe forums, especially to
guestioning people, who can then be referred to stattesbon the site. Because parts of the
static content (especially the parts that aren’tibsdrto anyone) are interpreted as being the
official view of the asexual community, and they, ifeef, become the official view—the
understanding of asexuality that AVEN gives plays a fureddal part for many people’s
decisions of whether or not to self-define as asexuad. AVEN definition has a strong influence
on whether or not someone identifies as asexualsémse, the asexual community did not
create the definition; the definition created the comiyuni

My impression from the early dialogue that I've readhiat, by and large, the AVEN definition
was not adopted by people who first came to the asexual comynb@iore AVEN'’s forums
came to dominate asexual discourse. But they generdii§t dbject to it either. Each person
came up with their own definition, if they botheredhimne at all. However, once AVEN
became the place that the majority of people newdruadity went, AVEN’s definition come to
be the first introduction to asexuality people had—esflgdiacause of its prominent display on
the main page—and it came to be more influential inwedekiscourse.



One consequence of the standard definition is the areatithe category “Gray A’s” and the
like. Since the official definition of on asexual iparson who does not experience sexual
attraction (categorically), this creates a group @igbe who identify with asexuality and who
come close to the definition but don't quite fit it, by still want to be part of the asexual
community even though the definition technically excludesthThe standard definition was
never intended to exclude these people (recall thaAWeN triangle was equipped, from the
beginning, with a gradient between asexual and sexuahp@ed with an inclusive approach
that discourages strict readings of the definition and pitsrattempts to enforce it, there
became a need to understand how to categorize these.p&®pleesult, all sorts of typologies
have been created. My suspicion is that if a dedinitike the one used by the founder of
asexuality on LJ had come to dominate (asexuals areepettpllittle or no sexual attraction or
people who experience sexual attraction but have low oexdréve and thus are unmotivated
to act on that sexual attraction), there would be asae to create such schemas.

| also think that the standard definition has made tiierstanding of asexuality underlying the
collective identity model obsolete. That model, mudrerthan the standard definition,
represented a consensus view in the early asexual comgrgath person had their own reason
for considering themself asexual (that is, not sexaall no single definition could cover
everyone. The main thing that united people was a sermengf “not sexual”’ or a
disidentification with sexuality. Several people thoughasexuality in terms of sexual
preference rather than sexual attraction. The peoptdvies in HHA were almost entirely

people who had somehow managed to find the group on their owssibjyoby just wandering

in or by searching yahoo groups for the term “asexualboreshing along these lines. There
was not a lot of information for newcomers, (it sedimat one of the early asexual sites had an
FAQ, but | don’'t know what it said,) and there were addt of stories that were posted (a few,
but they were pretty brief.) As a result, the softgsemple who would have managed to find the
site and decide to call themselves asexual probably diff¢h€ aggregate) a fair bit from people
who now manage to find one of the main asexual aesdecide to call themselves asexual now
that there is a lot more asexual visibility. | would estpdat the people in the gray areas—now
they often take a long time to decide if they are asexuabt—would have been much less
likely to find HHA and if they did, less likely to idafyt as asexual than similar sorts of people
today.

In the present asexual community, there are a lotaglpevho did not think of coming up with
the term asexual on their own and when first heamagling it, didn't think it really fits because
they don’t think of themselves as being “not sexual.” Hewvgelater they go to some asexual site,
read about it and decide that they are asexual. Whee ge®ple decide this, it is not from

having a strong sense of not being sexual but becausestidiidy fit the definition or they feel
they can relate to the stories of other people calhegselves asexual. In my case, | had a



strong sense of being different in a way | couldn’t putfimger on, but | didn’t think of myself
as being “not sexual.” | identity as asexual becausel tHat “experiencing little or no sexual
attraction” fits and helps me to make sense of th&réifice that | hadn’t been able to figure out
what it was.

Likely the biggest unforeseen consequence of defining asgxaslnot experiencing sexual
attraction is that there are people who feel this dedfmifits them but don’t “disidentify with
sexuality” or who are not clearly asexual with respecexual preference. There are people who
identify as asexual who find that they can enjoy someds of partnered sexuality, even though
they don't feel sexual attraction. There are also pashb don’'t experience sexual attraction
who are at least curious about what sex would be likey Trtag feel no motivation to do

anything about this curiosity but consider themselves op#retpossibility in the right
circumstances should such a situation present itselisuedr a person, their sexual preference is
difficult to characterize, but they may have perfegtbod reasons to identify as asexual. | think
it is these consequences of the standard definitioreatiatity that make the collective identity
model (in its present formulation) obsolete. Redefingsgxaal identity would be an interesting
(though difficult) thing to do, especially since what cesasexual identity is a common matrix
of effects of little or no sexual attraction withiregent day social contexts—no asexual person
experiences all of these effects, but most membersierpe several of them in overlapping
ways, and thus in the creation of the identity “aseXgaltered around not experiencing sexual
attraction, people are able to find others among the groeptfats” who report things that

sound very much like their own experience—especiallyaardgext where the person had
previously never heard of anyone else sharing that experien
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