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INTRODUCTION

‘As you get older, you may begin to have some… urges. Don’t worry, these are
perfectly natural and part of growing up. Everyone feels them.’ You may recall
this phrase from your youth, or a version of it, uttered awkwardly by a parent or
guardian, or by a beleaguered teacher standing at the head of a Sex Education
classroom. Though perhaps you had heard this idea before—or felt it strongly
implied—on television, in magazines, or in music. This is the lens through which
many young people are introduced, formally, to the world of sexuality: the
assurance that it is an intrinsic part of the process of maturation, and, indeed,
“that sexual attraction is a fundamental part of being human” (Colborne 3). But
say you don’t have those urges, and that perfectly natural experimentation with
them, woven into your adolescent experience—where does that leave you? Does
that make you less than human?

Alex Henderson is a PhD candidate at the University of Canberra. Her creative thesis explores the
ways writers can play with familiar tropes and archetypes for the purpose of social commentary
and diverse narratives, with particular focus on depictions of gender roles and the representation of
LGBTQIA+ characters.

This social narrative can leave people on the asexual spectrum—those who
do not experience sexual attraction—on the margins and considered abnormal.
This is why, as with all queer identities, 1 it is important to represent and
normalise asexuality within media and within fiction, particularly fiction aimed
at young people. On the rare occasion that it can be found, the representation of
asexuality in popular culture is largely based in negative stereotypes and tropes
drawn from misconceptions (Fedtke; Sinwell; Wrhel). In this paper I examine
two young adult (YA) novels that, instead, tell nuanced stories from asexual
perspectives: Kathryn Ormsbee’s Tash Hearts Tolstoy (2017) and Claire Kann’s Let’s
Talk About Love (2018), both of which weave their protagonists’ asexual identity in
with familiar tropes and structures from coming-of-age stories and romances,
helping to normalise asexuality as simply another way to experience adolescence
rather than something pathological or abnormal. I explore the aspects and
structures they have in common to propose an ‘asexual narrative’ that reflects
the experiences of the asexual community rather than negative preconceptions
from outside it. Just as “the elaboration of asexuality as a sexual identity poses a
challenge

to

dominant

understandings

of

sexuality

and

interpersonal

relationships” (Carrigan, Gupta, and Morrison 5), exploring asexuality within
fiction can pose a challenge to dominant social narratives and ideas about
selfhood, love, and maturation.
Asexuality—defined most commonly as a lack of sexual attraction, or
sexual attraction to no one—remains largely underrepresented, misrepresented,
and misunderstood, in part due to its fledgling status as an acknowledged queer
identity. Recognition of the identity has been slowly increasing over the past
twenty years, gradually nudged into more widespread awareness by activists such
as David Jay, who founded the Asexual Visibility and Education Network (AVEN)
in 2001, a network of educational resources as well as an online community;
academics such as psychologist Anthony Bogaert, “generally credited as one of
the

first

authors

to

mention

asexuality without

the

implied

negative

connotations” (Fedtke 26) in his influential articles ‘Asexuality: Prevalence and
Associated Factors in a National Probability Sample’ (2004) and ‘Toward a
Conceptual Understanding of Asexuality’ (2006); and writers such as Julie Sondra
Decker, whose book The Invisible Orientation: An Introduction to Asexuality was
published in 2014.

1

‘Queer’ will be used synonymously with the LGBTQIA+ acronym as “an umbrella
term for people outside the heterosexual norm” (Barker 7).
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Asexuality’s newcomer status is evidenced most simply and obviously in
the placement of the ‘A’ in the LGBTQIA+ acronym: it sits at the end of the
queue demonstrating its recent addition, though many organisations and
statements still decline to include it at all, or state that it stands for ‘ally’
(heterosexual supporters of the queer cause) instead of representing asexual,
aromantic, and/or agender identities (Paramo, ‘The “A” Doesn’t Stand for Ally’).
This reflects both a general lack of awareness about asexuality within even the
queer community (Fink 25), a lack of “social credibility” for the identity
(MacNeela and Murphy 802), and, in some cases, a perception that asexuality is
‘not queer enough’ to warrant inclusion in queer spaces in the first place
(Canning 56).
Asexuality’s relative obscurity in popular consciousness naturally lends it
relative obscurity when it comes to its representation in fiction. As will be
discussed further below, there is a general dearth in mainstream media, and
when asexuality (whether named or coded) does appear its portrayals tend to fall
into negative stereotypes. However, one field making notable ground when it
comes to the representation of asexuality is YA novels—demonstrating that, as
general readers and analysts alike have noted, YA has become one of the best
places for young people of a diverse range of backgrounds and identities to find
themselves represented (Marcotte). This is still a developing area—even
Catherine A. Jenkins and Michael Cart’s wide-ranging and recently-updated
study Representing the Rainbow in Young Adult Literature, published in 2018, makes
no mention of asexuality in fiction (though it does nod to Decker’s book as an
important non-fiction text (217)). Online resources,2 however, such as Claudie
Arseneault’s ‘Aro Ace Database’,3 YA Pride’s online masterlists, and Queer Books for
Teens’ recommendations note an increasing number of young adult literature
featuring characters on the asexual spectrum in recent years, in both traditional
and independent publishing. As awareness of asexuality grows, a growing
presence of asexuality within YA fiction seems to be naturally following, and
increasing with every passing year, and it invites discussion and exploration.

2

3

The Internet naturally moves faster than academia, though this is especially a point
of interest here given the (perhaps unique) interconnectedness of the asexual
community with online spaces and resources. This will be discussed further below.
Short for ‘aromantic’ and ‘asexual’—in the same way ‘bisexual’ is often shortened to
‘bi’, etc.
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I have chosen Tash Hearts Tolstoy and Let’s Talk About Love for this
comparative analysis due to a few notable structural commonalities they share;
commonalities from which I will be drawing my analysis of their elements and
the ‘asexual narrative’ they suggest. Given the lack, until recently, of asexual
stories in YA, these novels could be considered foundational, pioneering texts in
the emerging world of mainstream asexual fiction, and their publication an
important cultural moment in the development and history of queer YA overall.
In regard to their content, they are both contemporary coming-of-age stories
with asexual protagonists, with personal narrative arcs that deal in-depth with
their asexual identity. This narrowed focus rules out (at least for this paper)
discussion of novels such as Alice Oseman’s Radio Silence (2016) and Katrina
Leno’s Summer of Salt (2018), as the asexual character in those novels is the best
friend of the protagonist/narrator rather than being the protagonist/narrator
themselves; and rules out examples such as Mackenzi Lee’s The Lady’s Guide to
Petticoats and Piracy (2018) because it is historical fiction, Seanan McGuire’s Every
Heart a Doorway (2016) because of its fantasy elements, and C.B. Lee’s Sidekick
Squad series (2016 – ongoing) for its place in the superhero genre. These are also
important foundational texts, and the representation of asexuality in genre
fiction is a subject worth studying, but the interest at the heart of this particular
paper remains asexuality’s place in the contemporary coming-of-age story—the
subgenre that YA is historically best known for, and a narrative that, upon
including asexuality, speaks to its emerging place in society and culture.
Ormsbee and Kann’s novels also both feature romantic plotlines that
actively address and challenge perceptions of asexuality and relationships. Again,
the contemporary romance is a well-known and well-tread staple of YA literature
from the genre’s inception, and asexuality’s increased inclusion in this very
‘mainstream’ narrative warrants investigation. Both protagonists are also
cisgender young women, the demographic that is, at the current time, most
represented in this emerging field: Arseneault’s database brings up only eleven
entries for male asexual characters in YA (as opposed to the twenty-six entries for
female characters tagged in YA across traditional and independent publishing), 4
much of which is speculative fiction and/or does not star the asexual character as
the protagonist with an asexuality-centric character arc in the way that Kann and
Ormsbee’s novels do. Though it has not been examined in-depth here for the
sake of brevity, representation of young male asexual protagonists and their
4

Some examples of YA featuring male characters on the asexual spectrum include
Oseman’s Radio Silence, Lyssa Chiavari’s Iamos trilogy (2015 - ongoing), and Laura
Nowlin’s The Song is (Not) For You (2016).
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personal narratives is also a subject deserving of its own specific further study,
due to their interaction with gender-specific tropes and social issues, such as how
masculinity and hypersexuality are conflated and how this can lead to internal
conflict in asexual men (Przybylo 225 – 246). Asexual protagonists outside of the
gender binary are also a topic deserving of their own examination, though they
remain the least represented both in fiction and in academia. 5

2

REPRESENTATION OF ASEXUALITY IN FICTION

Even
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Defamation’s (GLAAD) ‘Where We Are on TV’ report, for example, only counted
characters identified in-text as asexual in their survey for the first time in 2017,
appearing in two series on streaming networks (but none on mainstream
broadcast television). While GLAAD noted that this was an increase from their
previous count of zero, the low numbers still indicated that “the ace community
remains nearly invisible in media” (GLAAD, ‘Where We Are on TV Report 2017 –
2018’). The discussion of asexuality in contemporary popular media is important
precisely “because there is so little of it” (Decker 82)—the dearth of
representation requires looking beyond YA to popular culture more broadly to
paint a picture of the state of asexuality in fiction.6
What little there is tends to fall into the realm of stereotypes and
misconceptions, drawn from historical perceptions of asexuality in culture. In a
sexual society, asexual people are often perceived as missing something intrinsic,
with their detractors operating on “the too-easy assumption that everyone is
sexually attracted to someone” (Hanson 345) and that a lack of this attraction
means something is pathologically wrong (Colborne). Jana Fedtke discusses at
length the history of asexuality’s portrayal as an illness (15 – 47), both in the
medical field and in fiction, combining the two to examine an episode of the
5

6

Though journals such as The Asexual are encouraging and providing space for the
discussion of this intersection, particularly their special issue ‘(A)gender: An
Anthology’ which was published in November 2018.
A comprehensive history of asexuality’s representation in fiction across shifting
social and literary climates is unfortunately beyond the scope of this paper with its
focus on contemporary media and YA, but sources such as Jana Fedtke’s dissertation
53x+m³=Ø? (Sex+Me=No Result?): Tropes of Asexuality in Literature and Film and Nat
Wrhel’s The Acest of Aces: Representations of Asexuality in Fiction attempt a wider
documentation going back further in time.
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television drama House, M.D. in which a married asexual couple is introduced.
The pair’s asexuality is the medical mystery of the episode, and eventually
‘disproven’ when it is revealed the husband’s lack of sex drive is being caused by
a brain tumour and the wife is lying about hers to make him feel better (101 –
113). This example highlights that, in Fedkte’s own words, “asexuality is seen as a
symptom, an expression of some underlying problem that needs to be treated. It
is not accepted as a sexual orientation” (113).
Given “the underlying assumption […] that sexual attraction is a
fundamental part of being human” (Colborne 3), another misconception is that a
lack of sexual attraction “indicates a lack of humanity” (Smart 12). This
assumption is what has led to “the association of asexual people with aliens and
robots” (Decker 62) and a perception that asexuality renders one “machine-like”
(MacInnis and Hodson 734). In science fiction contexts, where non-human
characters abound, asexual-coded characters can be easily found (Arseneault and
O’Connacht; Fedtke), and characters such as Spock and Data from Star Trek (an
alien and a robot, respectively) have been read as asexual (Wrhel). In the realm of
realism, cold geniuses who are focussed on their scientific endeavours and
repulsed by physical intimacy, such as Sheldon from CBS sitcom The Big Bang
Theory and Sherlock Holmes in the BBC’s Sherlock, are often read as
contemporary representations of asexuality (Botts). Asexual audiences have been
quick to point out that there is very little about these characters that makes them
nuanced nor particularly sympathetic portrayals (AVEN, ‘Big Bang Theory is
Painful to Watch’; Osmond, ‘How The Big Bang Theory’s New Spinoff Fails the
Asexual Community’), and indeed asexuality as an identity is not explored in
depth in either example though its characteristics appear. Sherlock’s co-creator,
Steven Moffat, also declared that “If [Holmes] was asexual, there would be no
tension in that, no fun in that” (quoted in Jeffries, ‘“There is a Clue Everybody
Missed”: Sherlock Writer Steven Moffat Interviewed’), demonstrating a lack of
interest from mainstream creators in depicting the identity in the first place
(Goshua 20 – 22).
Another common misconception is the conflation of asexuality (an
implicit lack of sexual attraction) with celibacy (a conscious personal choice to
abstain from sex), which crosses over with the assumption that people
identifying as asexual are simply ‘prudish’ or ‘frigid’. It is important to note
within these discourses that, while there may be some crossover, “Selfidentification as asexual is distinct from having a low or absent desire for sex”
(MacNeela and Murphy 799) and “orientation is not the same thing as behavior”

6
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(Decker 30)—while many asexual people are not sexually active, being a selfidentified asexual avoiding an activity that holds no personal interest is different
to undertaking a personal choice to abstain. There is also a pervasive idea that
people can become asexual because of something they experience, again linking it
to pathology, trauma, and most commonly to sexual abuse (Sinwell 168). This is a
misconception that can, ironically, lead to abuse, as it ties into the assumption
that asexual people have simply had a bad experience and need to be ‘fixed’,
rendering asexual people at higher risk of sexual coercion and ‘corrective rape’,
even—and especially—from intimate partners (Decker 42 – 43).

3

ASEXUALITY AND ROMANCE (…OR A LACK THEREOF)

A prevailing source of confusion regarding asexuality is the concept of different
types of attraction. When asexual (or asexual-coded) characters appear in fiction,
they are often perceived automatically as being aromantic as well; that is, neither
sexually nor romantically attracted to anyone (often portrayed as generally not
interested in human connection, as seen with Moffat’s rendition of Holmes, etc.).
It is rare to see a character portrayed as romantically interested in someone
while explicitly not being sexually attracted to them as well. The asexual
community recognises that sexual attraction and romantic attraction are
different experiences on a broad spectrum (Decker; Paramo; Colborne), and
“Many asexual people still desire deep personal connections through romantic
love, and experience romantic attraction to other people” even if they do not
wish to engage in a sexual relationship (AVEN, ‘Relationships FAQ’). Due to the
conflation of romantic attraction and sexual attraction as one and the same, it
can be difficult for asexual people to navigate romantic relationships, as “In
looking at relationships and how they function, we often find that sexuality is
considered an integral part” (Fedtke 40) and so “Love without sex (or the desire
for it) is frequently called out as impossible, or at least unequal to ‘real’ love”
(Decker 17).
The idea that a ‘real’ relationship requires sex and sexual attraction to
function filters into fiction as the idea that a romantic plotline requires sex and
sexual attraction to function. “Literature assumes that romantic relationships will
be sexual when they are serious or committed enough” (Decker 64), and sex is
considered a given in most romantic plotlines, with the couple’s sexual union an
important step in the development of their relationship (Roach). Nat Wrhel notes
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that the Archie character Jughead, canonically asexual in his comic book
incarnation, essentially had his asexuality erased when he was written into a
romantic arc in the screen adaptation Riverdale, implying to many viewers from
the asexual community that the showrunners could not conceive of a romantic
subplot without the tried-and-true codes of sexual attraction (Wrhel 35 – 37).
Another potentially damaging trope is when a character who had
previously not been interested in sex suddenly changes their stance when they
acquire a love interest. While it is true that there are many people on the asexual
spectrum who only experience sexual attraction once a close connection is
formed (referred to as graysexual or demisexual), that is rarely what is being
depicted or acknowledged in the narrative, 7 and these scenarios tend to lean
uncomfortably toward the aforementioned trope that asexual people are “simply
waiting for the right person to thaw their unnatural frigidity” (Henderson 32).
Attraction is a much more complex spectrum than the current range of media
depictions gives it credit for. It is rare to see a romantic plotline play out without
a sexual relationship intertwined with it, and rarer still to find a plotline that
explicitly acknowledges the separate types of attraction recognised by the
asexual community (Decker; Paramo; Colborne), and the difficulties these can
pose in romantic relationships—which is what makes the two novels discussed in
this paper, and their happy, healthy asexual romances, so important.

4

A SUGGESTED ASEXUAL NARRATIVE: SHARED TROPES AND STRUCTURES IN

TASH HEARTS TOLSTOY AND LET’S TALK ABOUT LOVE
Tash Hearts Tolstoy follows protagonist Tash as she navigates sudden Internet
stardom when her web series—a modern adaptation of Leo Tolstoy’s Anna
Karenina—goes viral. This sudden fame garners her the attention of a fellow
content creator named Thom, and the two begin a tentative online flirtation.
Among other coming-of-age conundrums such as college applications and an
increasingly strained relationship with her family, Tash faces the anxiety of her
relationship with Thom becoming ‘something more’, a development with
traditionally sexual connotations that Tash as an asexual person is uncomfortable
with—something she has not plucked up the courage to discuss with Thom
himself. Let’s Talk About Love sees protagonist Alice swearing off love and dating
7

There are very few depictions of demisexuality in my reading experience, and most
of them have, once again, come from the YA field, including Oseman’s Radio Silence
and Scott Westerfeld’s Afterworlds (2014).

8
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after her girlfriend, who did not understand Alice’s asexuality, breaks up with
her. However (in true romantic comedy fashion), shortly after making this
promise Alice meets and falls for her new co-worker Takumi, and must navigate
their relationship as it floats between friendship and flirtation, while also, as in
Tash’s case, handling shifting family dynamics, the question of her academic
future, and rocky relationships with her long-time friends.
Both novels are set in the summertime between academic years, placing
their young adult protagonists in transitional spaces to highlight the shifting state
of their world as they step from adolescence into adulthood. They both deal with
many themes and issues affecting young people and tap into familiar tropes
from the world of the coming-of-age drama, including university anxieties,
shifting dynamics between the maturing protagonist and their family, road trips,
pop culture references, platonic conflict, and of course themes of sexuality and
selfhood. A key factor in both novels is that these themes of self-identity and
sexuality deal directly and in-depth with asexuality, intersecting with both the
characters’ internal struggles and their romantic plotlines. These two novels thus
contain hybrid narratives that interweave familiar genre conventions with
uniquely queer—and uniquely asexual—stories, normalising the identity by
locating it amidst familiar (traditionally heterosexual) tropes (Pattee; Wickens)
while also featuring plot elements and themes unique to their protagonists’
asexuality.
Upon comparing the two narratives, I have identified some common
factors, plot elements, and structures that speak specifically to the asexual
experience

amidst

the

broader

genre

beats

of

YA.

I

examine

these

tropes/patterns in two categories: similarities between the two protagonists’
journeys to self-actualisation and identifying as asexual (wherein lie the potential
tropes of a uniquely asexual coming-of-age story); and similarities between the
romantic plotlines (wherein lie the tropes of a uniquely asexual engagement with
the traditional romance).
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5

ASEXUALITY AND THE SELF

Perhaps the most important deviation from traditional, negative stereotypes to
note is that Tash and Alice are both layered, sympathetic, emotional, notably
human characters. They experience the highs and lows expected of any transitory
teenaged period, with the element of their asexual identity woven into their
personal stories of maturation. Also worthy of note is that neither of these novels
are about characters coming to terms with their (a)sexuality; this is a process that
is largely completed by the time the story begins, and only recounted in
flashbacks. This reflects a growing trend of queer coming-of-age novels diverting
their focus from the process of self-discovery and the pains of ‘coming out’ and
instead responding to a demand for more diverse plotlines (Crisp; Marcotte;
Jenkins and Cart).
However, the flashbacks to Tash and Alice’s respective journeys of selfdiscovery and self-affirmation share a few key features that help to cement the
concept of a uniquely asexual coming-of-age story as it exists in contemporary
media and the contemporary world. A key factor that drives their internal selfin-society conflict is that they both feel alienated by the sex-obsessed world
around them, as many real asexual adolescents do (Decker; Smart). Alice, having
just entered university, observes that “High school had been hell, but college was
a whole new beast dimension. Everyone seemed to be trying to have sex with
everyone else” (Kann 3). Tash muses that, despite having no interest in sex
herself, “it also seems so… essential. Such a basic part of everyone around me.
Which leads to the inevitable question: Am I missing something essential?”
(Ormsbee 207). In a metatextual nod, the two protagonists also note a lack of
asexual representation in media and, thus, an added feeling of alienation from
popular culture and the discourses surrounding it: when Tash’s English teacher
declares that the motivating force in a narrative is always either sex or death, she
wonders, grimly, “does that mean the only force left to me is death?” (269). Both
protagonists recall experimenting with sexual relationships, thinking they “just
needed to, you know, do it” (111); a notion reflecting the prevailing assumption
that asexuality can be ‘fixed’ by the right person or experience. This
misconception is disproven and this trope avoided, however, when this
experience only ends up confirming the protagonists’ asexuality: for Tash it leads
to a brief, awkward relationship and messy breakup (110 – 113) and for Alice “The
result was a one-night stand […] to see if maybe she had been wrong. She wasn’t”
(Kann 52). The ‘suddenly interested in sex’ trope rears its head temporarily in

10
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Let’s Talk About Love when Alice feels a spark of physical attraction to Takumi,
something so startling to her that “Kill Bill sirens blared in [her] head” (23), but
this spontaneous libido spike does not end up affecting her asexual identity and
she retains it through to the end of the novel.8
Amidst this personal conflict, both protagonists find validation and
affirmation online, reflecting a modern tendency of queer adolescents moving in
digital spaces (Fraser) but also a specifically asexual experience. Asexuality’s rise
in recognition has coincided with the rise of social media and the widespread
accessibility of the Internet, so for many asexual people (the author of this paper
included), online sources were the first place they learned of asexuality’s
existence, and much of asexual community engagement takes place in forums
and other social media platforms (Colborne; Fink). Tash remembers finding
affirmation and community “scrolling through forums with purple color
schemes” (Ormsbee 113), likely a reference to AVEN; and Alice specifically names
the microblogging communities on Tumblr as a source of validation (Kann 155).
Online presence has a special place at the heart of the asexual community, and,
while this may not reflect the experiences of all asexual people, its presence in
both these coming-of-age stories captures its importance for young people in a
contemporary setting. Given the unique interconnectedness of asexuality and
the Internet, it could be considered an intrinsic trope in the asexual narrative as
it currently manifests. Community, generally, is a large underlying theme in
both novels, with both protagonists supported by long-time close friends who
make an effort to understand and validate their identity. These close friendships
reflect, naturally, the asexual community’s emphasis on non-sexual emotional
intimacy and the importance of platonic relationships (Decker; Roach) and also
leave romantic relationships—something both protagonists are drawn into—as
the ‘next hurdle’ of sorts.

6

ASEXUALITY AND ROMANCE

As Amy S. Pattee notes, “Young adult romance fiction typically characterizes
romantic relationships in almost exclusively heterosexual terms and underscores
the ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ present in both the genre and in the larger
world outside the text” (159). The rise of queer YA, many featuring non8

As references like AVEN and Decker remind us, sexual attraction to a person and
general sexual arousal are not necessarily the same thing.
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heterosexual

romances,

has

made

strides

to

shift

the

heteronormative

assumptions that underscore the YA romantic plotline, and these novels that
feature asexual characters in romantic relationships are no exception. The
romance plotlines in Tash Hearts Tolstoy and Let’s Talk About Love subvert both the
traditional heteronormative assumptions about love stories and misconceptions
surrounding the ‘impossibility’ of love without sexual attraction.
The protagonists of both novels experience romantic attraction but not
sexual attraction: Tash identifies as heteromantic asexual (a woman who falls in
love with men), and Alice as biromantic asexual (a woman who falls in love with
people regardless of gender) with a strong sense of aesthetic attraction that she
calls The Cutie Code,9 as she measures her attraction to people in how ‘cute’ they
are rather than how ‘sexy’. Both protagonists become entwined in romantic
storylines—Tash in a love triangle (a familiar dilemma for YA heroines) between
childhood friend Paul and online crush Thom, and Alice in a tangle of romantic
tension with fellow librarian Takumi—and both are forced to reconcile their
asexuality with their desire for relationships and romantic fulfilment, two facets
that are supposedly incompatible. As noted above, the assumption that sex is
required for a healthy relationship trickles into fiction as the assumption that sex
is required for a romantic arc, but this is an assumption that the happy
resolution of both these novels ultimately challenges.
However, an important and intriguing similarity between these romance
arcs is that, before their happy endings, both protagonists encounter an
antagonistic initial love interest with whom they face conflict regarding their
asexual identity. In both Tash Hearts Tolstoy and Let’s Talk About Love, these initial
relationships both end in heartbreak after a tense dialogue surrounding
asexuality, and the narrative highlights that the relationship fails not because of
the protagonist’s asexuality but because of their partner’s refusal to accept or
understand it. For Alice, the heartbreak occurs at the very beginning of the
narrative: the novel opens with her girlfriend Margot ending the relationship
because she feels Alice does not love her. Alice, a self-described hopeless
romantic, reflects internally that the problem is simply that “Sex mattered to
Margot. And it didn’t matter to Alice” (Kann 3). When she attempts to
communicate this to Margot, Margot dismisses her and responds with antiasexual rhetoric. She asks “Have you gone to a doctor?” “Were you abused? Is that
it?” “Are you saving yourself for marriage?” (4) all within the space of a few lines

9

12

See Paramo’s ‘Beyond Sex: The Multi-Layered Model of Attraction’.
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of dialogue, reflecting that “Those unfamiliar with asexuality are likely to
confuse it with abstinence or celibacy, or they may even perceive it as a form of
sexual dysfunction” (Wrhel 7) as well as the common conflation of asexuality and
abuse outlined above.
Tash’s initial love interest, fellow vlogger Thom, also shoots down Tash’s
coming out with similarly-themed dismissal, though this conflict instead occurs
at the climax of the novel. When Tash explains her asexuality, Thom belittles her
with statements like “You’re, like, seventeen. No one knows they’re asexual at
seventeen” (Ormsbee 314) demonstrating the misconception that asexualidentified adolescents are in a state of “Transitional immaturity: attention
seeking, a young person going through a phase, a ‘late bloomer’” (MacNeela and
Murphy 803); and “no one out there was ever saying they were asexual before the
Internet” (Ormsbee 315), demonstrating the misconception that asexuality is
something trendy invented by online communities (Decker 116). Perhaps Thom’s
cruellest assertion is when he tells Tash “You can’t like guys and say you’re
‘asexual’. That’s not a thing. And you’re not going to find any guy out there who
will tell you it is” (Ormsbee 315).
Thom and Margot fill a role that reflects a historical trope from queer YA:
characters who serve as an antagonistic mouthpiece for bigotry, placed to
highlight the struggles and discourses young queer people face (Crisp; Wickens).
Many analysts, such as Thomas Crisp, urge for a movement away from this trope
as “Any book that seeks to educate readers about homophobia and intolerance by
presenting a world in which homophobia and intolerance are ‘the norm’ on
some level, ultimately reinforces these as inevitabilities” (344). While I agree with
this notion generally and encourage YA literature’s movement away from
narratives with bigotry as their main conflict, I would argue that in some fiction
about asexuality—an as-yet-lesser-known identity—the engagement with these
discourses, and their clear placement as antagonistic, holds an important
function as it serves to demonstrate and represent them where they have not
been represented before (an important function of these novels, if we consider
them foundational texts of asexual media). For readers outside the asexual
spectrum, these scenes can raise awareness of the miscommunications
surrounding asexuality and the issues asexual people run into when dating,
something perhaps taken for granted otherwise. For asexual readers, for whom
these discourses and misconceptions may be familiar, these scenes serve as
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validation and a source of catharsis—especially given that Thom and Margot are
portrayed as antagonistic heart-breakers, and are ultimately proven wrong by the
end of the novels when their respective protagonists do end up in happy
romantic situations.
Both novels follow a similar romantic arc, featuring the realisation of
(romantic, but not sexual) attraction, anxieties about whether or not a
relationship would work, conflict with both the love interest and the antagonistic
figure as outlined above, and eventual affirmation and a happy romantic
resolution. In the midst of her anxieties about her budding relationship with
Thom, Tash realises that she might also harbour romantic feelings towards
childhood friend Paul, but internally shoots the notion down, justifying that “it
wouldn’t work out because I’m not a fan of sex, and I know, thanks to Paul’s
candidness about [his past relationships] he most certainly is” (Ormsbee 260).
When Paul confesses his romantic feelings for Tash, she voices this thought
process, and the two have an argument that prefigures her conflict with Thom,
albeit with Tash the one asserting that a relationship could never work between
someone who feels no sexual attraction and someone who does (281 – 284). A
similar pattern plays out in Let’s Talk About Love, with Alice spending the majority
of the novel drawn to Takumi but also apprehensive about attempting a
relationship, on both the assumption that it would not work and a general
exhaustion with misconceptions about asexuality which means “It seems easier
to just not date” (Kann 226). In a similar vein to Tash’s pre-emptive breakup with
Paul, Alice pre-emptively denies herself a relationship with Takumi by telling
him “Sex is so much a part of everything, and I don’t think it’s reasonable to tell
my partner I don’t ever want to sleep with them and expect them to stick
around” (226).
However, the denouement of both novels sees the love interests returning
after being spurned, and inviting the protagonist to start a relationship despite
this previous (internal and external) conflict. Paul tells Tash he wants to try a
relationship, regardless of their differing sexual needs. When Tash begins to
protest, he simply states that “I like you more than I like sex” (Ormsbee 356) and
that he would rather just hug her than be with anyone else (357 – 358). After a
novel of mutual pining the two agree to be honest and open about their feelings
and begin a relationship. Takumi, too, seeks out Alice to smooth over their
climactic emotional conflict, affirming that “If we never had sex, I would still
want to be with you because you’re in my heart, too” (Kann 269). They agree to
communicate and cherish one another, their arc’s romantic resolution cemented
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by a flash-forward final chapter showing them celebrating an anniversary. Both
cases see a blend of realism with romantic notions—these characters are faced
with the sort of emotional conflicts that reflect the experiences of many asexual
people attempting to enter the dating world, but the resolutions of these arcs also
provides “the kind of delightfully sappy and satisfying conclusion awarded to
straight romances in YA literature all the time” (Henderson, ‘Tash Hearts Tolstoy is
the Ace Coming-of-Age Novel We Need and Deserve’), suggesting that there is a
place for asexuality in the traditional romance plot.
In both cases, emphasis is placed (perhaps moreso than is typical for
heterosexual romances) on the importance of empathy and communication to
making these relationships successful where the previous ones failed, and the
endgame love interests are expressed to be supportive and caring and, even if
initially ignorant or confused about asexuality, willing to learn about it. The
protagonists find support and affirmation from their friends and communities,
but these happy romantic resolutions bear a particularly important emotional
weight due to the way they divert from the traditional heteronormative romantic
arc. That this uniquely asexual narrative is woven in with many familiar aspects
of the YA romance plotline—love triangles, ‘meet cute’ moments, climactic
declarations of love, etc.—demonstrates a subtle but effective queering of the
traditional narrative within these two novels, as well as establishing some
romantic asexual tropes in their own right.

7

CONCLUSION

Does being asexual render you less than human? you may wonder, as you sit in that
hypothetical Sex Ed classroom of bygone days. These novels, and others like
them, are working to alter this perception, at the forefront of the evolution of the
representation of asexuality within fiction towards something more nuanced and
affirming. The coming-of-age narratives and romances of Tash Hearts Tolstoy and
Let’s Talk About Love share key features, themes, and structures from which a code
of ‘asexual tropes’ suggests itself, features that represent the experience of being
an asexual adolescent in a contemporary setting, rather than drawing on tropes
and stereotypes from historical misunderstandings about the identity. New
works that dig into the personal, layered intricacies of asexuality are important
additions to the literary field, for both the education and validation they can
offer audiences (on the asexual spectrum or otherwise) but also because
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acknowledging and exploring asexuality in fiction can “pose a challenge to
dominant

understandings

of

sexuality

and

interpersonal

relationships”

(Carrigan, Gupta, and Morrison 5). Successful romantic plotlines where sexual
attraction does not factor in can skew the societal narrative that it is “an integral
part” (Fedtke 40) of relationships, and coming-of-age stories that do not pose
sexual desire as an integral part of ‘ordinary’ maturation can help to expand the
often strictly-defined edges of what is considered the universal human
experience.
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