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Introduction

If you’re reading this book, I’m guessing you are demisexual, think you might be, or know someone who is. Whatever the case may be, I’m glad you’re putting in the effort to learn about this (currently) little-known sexual orientation. Demisexuals have unique experiences and problems, and learning about these can help make the world a friendlier place for them.

First, who am I?

You can call me Arf. I’m a 24-year-old woman who discovered the asexual community in 2012. I realized I was demisexual and shortly afterwards started a blog, Demi Gray, to discuss demisexual and gray asexual experiences. In the two years since I founded it, my blog has grown to be one of the largest demisexuality and asexual spectrum advice blogs on Tumblr.

In order to reach even more people, I launched Demisexuality.org to serve as a one-stop shop for information on demisexuality. The amount of traction it gained proved to me that it was a resource that was sorely needed. This book is the next step in providing even more resources for demisexuals and other asexual spectrum people.

What is the goal of this book?

This book is intended to provide a brief overview of what demisexuality is and help newly-identified demisexuals navigate situations and understand topics related to this orientation. It is also intended to help non-demisexual partners and allies understand demisexuality.

How did I learn so much about demisexuality?

I have spoken with hundreds of self-identified demisexuals and other asexual spectrum people since starting my blog, and because it provides a decent representative sample of one of the largest asexuality communities on the Internet (Tumblr), I have noticed distinct patterns and recurring themes. I also participate in more “200-level” asexuality discussions and am aware of issues and common ideas in the overall community. By talking to so many people about their experiences, I have gained a big picture view of what demisexuality is like.

Where do I get my information?

As you may notice, I will say things like “many demisexuals feel…” or “some demisexuals experience…” often. There is very little academic research done on demisexuality specifically, so most of these statements are based on my observations in running my blog and participating in the community. This is the best source of information I have currently, apart from surveys done in the asexual community, which are referenced where applicable. I have provided links to further resources in my Resources section.

While observations are not scientific, I have used my best judgment to determine that they are largely accurate when it comes to the real life experiences of many demisexuals. Demisexuality has remained largely untouched by the academic community, so until greater interest in it arises, the experiences of self-identified demisexuals are what we have to go on. 

It is also important to note that the vast majority of demisexuals I have spoken with are from Anglophone countries: the U.S., the U.K., and Australia primarily. I know that the definition of asexuality is slightly different in languages other than English, so it follows that demisexuality might differ as well. Keep this in mind when interacting with a person or community whose first language is not English.
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Part One: About Demisexuality






Chapter 1: What is Demisexuality?

Demisexuality is a sexual orientation in which a person feels sexual attraction only to people with whom they have an emotional bond. Most demisexuals feel sexual attraction infrequently or towards few people compared to the general population, and some have little to no interest in sexual activity, or acting on their sexual attraction. 

Though demisexuality is a distinct orientation, it is considered to be part of the asexuality spectrum. Asexuals are people who do not experience sexual attraction, so demisexuals are in the middle of the spectrum, between those who feel sexual attraction and those who do not. The prefix “demi” means “half,” so demisexuals are thought to be halfway between asexuals and non-asexuals. This is similar to how bisexuality can sometimes be considered somewhere between homosexuality and heterosexuality on a spectrum, while still being a separate orientation.

Some demisexuals have a gender preference, while others don’t. For example, some demisexuals are only attracted to men, while others do not have a consistent gender pattern in their attraction. These latter demisexuals feel that demisexuality is the only word that comes close to describing their sexual orientation because they could potentially be sexually attracted to anyone of any gender with whom they develop an emotional bond.

For some demisexuals, levels of sexual attraction fluctuate or are inconsistent. Sexual attraction might come and go without an apparent pattern. Other demisexuals find that the sexual attraction becomes stronger or only appears when they are feeling particularly connected to the person. For example, performing a kind gesture or sharing a personal secret might trigger it. 

What is sexual attraction?

Defining sexual attraction can be difficult for anyone, as it is a personal, subjective experience. It can be especially difficult for demisexuals, as they may experience sexual attraction rarely or in a confusing way. But for some, it is worth pinning down definitively in order for them to make sense of their experiences. 

Sexual attraction is attraction based on sexual desire. It is sexual desire that is pointed towards a specific person or group of people with similar characteristics. For example, you may be sexually attracted specifically to your partner, Sally, or to women in general. Another possible definition of sexual attraction is the desire for sexual contact with someone. The key to understanding it is to realize that it involves another person. If you look at someone and find them sexually appealing, you might be sexually attracted to them. 

It’s important to differentiate between sexual attraction and sexual desire because many demisexuals experience undirected sexual desire. They may want to have partnered sex, but if there is no one with whom they would like to have it, it would not be accurate to say that they experience sexual attraction. 

Sexual desire is closely related to the concept of libido, and, for some people, the two terms are used interchangeably. However, it can be useful to draw a distinction as they have different meanings. Sexual desire is the desire for partnered sexual activity, such as penetrative sex or oral sex. Libido is simply the biological drive for sexual release, which means that it can be satisfied through masturbation as well as partnered sex. Some people prefer to satisfy their libidos only through solo masturbation because they experience little to no sexual desire and do not want to have partnered sex. Demisexuals may have high or low or nonexistent libidos, or libidos that fluctuate.

Sexual attraction is usually triggered by the thought or presence of a sexually attractive person. It might, but does not always, involve sexual arousal. As a physical feeling, it is usually an instinctive, physiological response felt in the body. Some people have described it as feeling like heat in the abdomen or a tingling feeling, though everyone experiences it differently. 

It is also worth noting that it is possible to experience sexual attraction without having the drive to act upon it. An example of this situation is when someone is sexually attracted to their partner but doesn’t want to have sex because medication they are taking lowers their libido.

What is the emotional bond demisexuals need in order to feel sexual attraction?

Many people get tripped up in understanding demisexuality because the term “emotional bond” is somewhat nebulous. The truth is that each individual experiences bonds with other humans in a unique way, so everyone is going to have their own understanding of what an emotional bond is. 

Some examples of emotional bonds include those between close friends, people who work closely with one another, or romantic partners. Whatever the bond is, demisexuals only feel sexual attraction to those with whom they have developed a certain level of emotional intimacy. That threshold will be different for each demisexual, but it has to be there.

Because of the individualized nature of emotional bonds, they could take any length of time to develop. For some people, it takes years of close friendship, while for others, it could happen after a weeklong trip abroad—a short but intense experience. There is no time requirement for the development of the emotional bond.

It is important to note that demisexuals do not always feel sexual attraction to people with whom they have this type of bond. It’s just that the bond has to be there for sexual attraction to occur at all. People with whom the demisexual has an emotional bond are the set of all people to whom the demisexual may feel sexual attraction. This is just like how all women are the set of people to whom a heterosexual man may feel sexual attraction, but he is not sexually attracted to all women. 

In some instances, demisexuals may find that their sexual attraction grows along with developing emotional intimacy. When they first become friends with someone, for example, they may find that mild sexual interest appears. As they continue to develop the relationship, the sexual attraction may grow along with it, until both the relationship and the sexual attraction have become very strong. Another aspect of this is that if the friends drift apart, and the emotional intimacy fades, the sexual attraction may wane as well. While the experience of developing sexual attraction alongside increasing emotional intimacy is common to many people, the difference with demisexuals is that it is a prerequisite for them to feel sexual attraction at all.

Can demisexuals feel other kinds of attraction?

There are many different kinds of attraction: romantic, platonic, aesthetic, sensual, and sexual. People of all orientations may find it useful to distinguish them. Demisexuals who are not aromantic (see Chapter 13) may feel romantic attraction, desiring a romantic relationship with someone or having a crush on them. 

Many people might also feel platonic attraction, a feeling of admiration or esteem towards someone. It may involve wanting to be friends with the person. It can feel similar to romantic attraction, and overlap, so it is sometimes hard to differentiate the two. A platonic crush is sometimes called a “squish,” which some people colloquially refer to as a “girl crush” or “man crush.”

Another kind of attraction people may feel is aesthetic attraction. Aesthetic attraction is more than just thinking someone is good-looking—it’s when your eyes are drawn to them because there is something about their appearance that is particularly appealing. It’s sort of like when you can’t stop looking at a beautiful painting or landscape. A person doesn’t have to be conventionally attractive to be aesthetically attractive. 

Sensual attraction is the desire for nonsexual contact with someone. This type of contact might include hugs, cuddles, kisses, massages, and other types of touch. Some people experience sensual attraction and sexual attraction concurrently, but it is possible to feel one without the other. Or, some people might find that they first experience sensual attraction, and as their emotional connection develops or time passes, it turns into sexual attraction. 

Sometimes, people may confuse sensual attraction with sexual attraction or be unable to tell them apart entirely, especially because both kinds of attraction involve physical touch. However, sexual attraction involves activity that is distinctly sexual: touching someone’s breasts as part of foreplay or performing oral sex, for example. Nude cuddling, on the other hand, is not always sexual because it doesn’t necessarily involve a sexual act. Whether an act is nonsexual or not depends on what an individual considers it to be.

Isn’t it normal to only want to have sex after getting to know someone?

That is indeed very normal, but it’s not demisexuality. Many people are capable of having sexual feelings for strangers—celebrities, coworkers they rarely talk to, people they pass by on the street—even if they don’t want to act on those feelings. Demisexuals are different in that they are completely unable to have sexual feelings for someone, or are unable to see them in a sexual way, unless they have developed an emotional bond first.

The people who prefer to get to know their partners before having sex with them are, in most cases, holding back from acting on their sexual desires. They feel sexual attraction but choose not to act on it for a variety of reasons: they may be waiting for marriage, it would be socially inappropriate to sleep with the person, they want to make sure the person is trustworthy, etc. 

Some demisexuals may choose to have sex even if they are not sexually attracted to their partner. They might do it to enjoy the physical pleasure, to fulfill a kink or fetish, or to become pregnant, among other examples. There are many reasons to have sex apart from being sexually attracted to the person, as there is a difference between having sexual feelings for someone and wanting to perform a sexual behavior with them.

Sexual attraction isn’t a choice—either you’re attracted to someone or not. Behavior, on the other hand, is something you can control.  Anyone can choose to wait to have sex until they get to know someone better, but demisexuals are simply unable to feel sexual attraction until they form an emotional bond.

Doesn’t everyone experience sexual attraction?

Not quite. Asexuality is a sexual orientation in which one feels little to no sexual attraction or interest in sex. The former definition is more widely used, but some asexuals use the latter definition. Both are valid and accepted. Demisexuals are considered part of the asexual community because, for the most part, they don’t feel sexual attraction. Many demisexuals are also uninterested in sex, according to the 2014 AVEN (Asexual Visibility and Education Network) Community Census, so they have a lot in common with asexuals. Their experiences are overall very similar.

The thing that makes demisexuals different from asexuals is that they are capable of feeling sexual attraction—it’s just that it only happens only after they form an emotional bond with someone. Some demisexuals, if they haven’t felt sexual attraction to a particular person yet, may also feel a greater desire to do so, or may be able to envision it happening, whereas for asexuals, it may be a more foreign experience.

How do demisexuals feel about sex?

Demisexuals have varying feelings about sex, so it’s impossible to make a blanket statement about the group regarding any particular sexual activity. Some demisexuals might like certain sex acts but not others, while some may be okay with all or none of them. This also applies to sexual fantasies, porn usage, and other sexual behaviors.

Thanks to the 2014 AVEN Community Census, I can provide some statistics. About a sixth of demisexuals who took the survey are repulsed by sex, half are indifferent to it, and a third enjoy it. Sex repulsion means that an individual is generally grossed out by sex and may experience feelings of disgust or nausea when presented with a sexual situation or depictions of sex. An indifference to sex means that the individual could take it or leave it—usually they don’t actively desire it, but they might be amenable to having it under certain circumstances.

All feelings about sex are valid in a demisexual identity, as the thing that unites all demisexuals is that they only feel sexual attraction after developing an emotional bond. Because the feelings of demisexuals as a group are so varied, the best way to find out what an individual demisexual thinks about sex is to ask them.

Why do demisexuals need a label?

Having a label helps demisexuals form a sense of community and a stronger sense of self. All labels—heterosexual, homosexual, etc. included—are shorthand for conveying a set of distinct experiences. By using just one word, demisexuals have a way to easily describe their pattern of attraction to others.  Because their feelings can be confusing, some demisexuals are unable to concisely explain them to others, but with this label, all they need to do is tell people to look it up.

Through this label, demisexuals learn that there are others like them out there, and that there is a community for them. Demisexuals can talk to others who share the same experiences, share advice on navigating a very sexual world, and find emotional support. This sense of community unites around the label, which helps people feel more secure in their identities.

Community can offer help in the difficult situations demisexuals may run into, such as communicating with a partner who has a differing sex drive, dating someone who expects sex at a quicker pace than what makes the demisexual comfortable, or coming out to unsupportive friends and family.

Many demisexuals also grow up feeling different from those around them. Most people have their first instance of sexual attraction in their preteen years. From that point on, sex becomes a topic of curiosity and interest, and they eventually look forward to pursuing it. For children and teens in school, there is a lot of talk about sex: what it’s like, what it’ll be like, etc. This becomes more prevalent as they approach college and early adulthood.

Demisexuals often feel alienated by these conversations because they may not be interested in sex, they don’t find people sexually attractive, or both. When the conversation turns to hot celebrities, for example, demisexuals may feel confused and wonder what it is their friends see and feel. They wonder if they will eventually feel it too, and some even end up feeling “broken.” Knowing that there are others like them can help them feel less alone.

Demisexuality is also distinct from other sexual orientations, so even when a demisexual discovers asexuality, they may not feel like it fits correctly. They may relate strongly to asexual experiences, but still also feel like they relate to non-asexual experiences. The word demisexual provides a middle ground in which someone can acknowledge that they experience aspects of both asexual and non-asexual orientations. 






Chapter 2: Could I Be Demisexual?

While it’s healthy to explore your sexuality, it can be a difficult, time-consuming, and confusing process. Many demisexuals experience sexual attraction infrequently, so it’s hard to define something with which you have little experience. Remember, it’s okay to try on a label even if you’re not sure it fits, so you don’t have to be 100% sure to identify as demisexual.

This is a brief list of possible signs that you might be demisexual. These are some common things questioning people discuss, so considering these points can help guide you in the right direction. 

Keep in mind: demisexuals don’t share all of these experiences, so you could be demisexual and not relate to this list at all. Or, you could relate to this whole list and not be demisexual. It’s ultimately up to you to decide what identity fits you best.

1. You have mixed feelings about sex or find it repulsive or uninteresting.

A lot of people on the asexual spectrum stumble upon the community because they just don’t think about sex in the same way as the people around them do. Over half of demisexuals who took the 2014 AVEN Community Census are repulsed by or indifferent towards sex. 

Maybe sex is something you’re okay with never having (even for the rest of your life), or maybe it grosses you out. When people start talking about sex, you tune out, are confused about how to respond or participate, or just feel uncomfortable or awkward. Maybe you would like to have sex in theory but feel anxious or unsure about actually doing it.

Maybe you don’t masturbate often, if at all. You’ve just never had the urge because it doesn’t interest you or grosses you out. Alternately, maybe you are happy to please yourself through masturbation whenever it suits you, but you don’t understand why orgasms have to involve another person. 

Maybe when you think about sex, it makes more sense as an expression of love and intimacy than as a satiation of a craving, and you need an emotional connection to enjoy sex at all. Maybe you’ve tried having casual sex to satisfy your libido but found it unfulfilling or even repulsive.

Some demisexuals in relationships feel that sex is a chore or obligation. Whether you have a low sex drive, don’t find your partner sexually attractive, or some other reason, you might feel like sex is just something you have to do because it’s expected in a relationship, even if you don’t really want to do it.

You might have tried it because you thought you would like it. Maybe you focused on doing the right thing to please your partner, rather than really getting into it physically. Or maybe you found the sensations pleasurable but just couldn’t connect with your partner.

2. You like the idea of sex or want to have it, but can’t think of anyone you’d do it with.

This experience is particularly common for demisexuals. You might be fine discussing sex with other people, or maybe you also watch porn or masturbate. Maybe sex scenes in movies excite you, and things like sex toys and lingerie are appealing. You don’t really feel like you think about sex differently than other people and might have gone a long time before stumbling upon demisexuality.

However, there’s just one problem. When you think about who you’d like to have sex with, you draw a blank. It’s like when you’re hungry and you go to open the fridge only to find nothing appealing. Maybe you go out and people-watch, expecting one person to stand out as sexually attractive, but no one does, no matter how much you look.

Maybe there’s one person you’re close to who you feel “activates” your sexuality—you’d love to have sex with them and feel like you think about them in the same way other people think about their partners. However, your sexual desire seems to be directed only towards them and no one else. You might not understand why people would cheat because you don’t find anyone else sexually attractive.

3. The way you think about attractiveness seems to be different from others.

This often happens to school aged demisexuals in particular: peers start talking about sex and crushes, and the demisexual cannot relate. Perhaps you can find people good-looking, or there’s a celebrity you admire. You might have no problem identifying aesthetically pleasing people, but it never seems to go further than that.

When asked about crushes, you deflect the question or give a made up answer. Or maybe you do have a crush but are more interested in getting to know them and spending time with them than in having sex with them. Maybe you have difficulty telling whether you actually want to date your crush or just be their friend.

When people talk about wanting to sleep with their crushes or favorite celebrities, maybe you feel uncomfortable because you don’t quite understand. The words “hot” or “sexy” don’t mean much to you, especially when applied to real people. Maybe even “cute” doesn’t mean much to you—puppies and babies are cute, but not adults.

Maybe you don’t get what the big deal is about watching porn, going to a strip club, or putting up posters of half-naked, muscular people. Perhaps you find people much more attractive when they are dressed well than when they are naked. Or maybe you’re able to see beauty in the nude form but don’t view it in a sexual way.

4. Flirting doesn’t make sense to you.

Maybe it goes right over your head or makes you uncomfortable. The idea of flirting seems pointless—why do that when you can have a proper, deep conversation and get to know the person instead? If you like someone, you’d rather be direct with them instead of playing a game. 

You feel frustrated that you can’t just talk to someone normally—why do they have to hit on you? Your friends point out that people were flirting with you or checking you out later, or you realize it only belatedly. You tend to avoid situations, like parties or clubs, where you can expect lots of flirting. If you do attend such events, you’re either on high alert or oblivious. 

Maybe when someone gets flirty, you are unsure of how to respond and would prefer to run in the other direction. It gets worse when they try to touch your arm or pull you into the conversation. Maybe you can tell that they’re using flirting “techniques” and you immediately feel unnerved because it feels inauthentic. Maybe you are able to go through the motions of flirting, but it feels bizarre to do so.

5. The concept of dating makes you nervous, or you’d prefer to date your friends.

Many demisexuals are put off by the concept of casual dating, largely because of the expectation of building quick physical and emotional intimacy with a stranger. Because demisexuals need sufficient emotional intimacy in order to feel sexual attraction, they may shy away from casual dating, which typically does not move at a slow enough pace to make them feel comfortable. Furthermore, the idea of dating several different people in short succession might be intimidating.

If you’re demisexual, you may be daunted by the thought of casual dating because of the expectation of sex after just a few dates (or even the first date). You might also be averse to casual sex in general, either because you don’t care for sex or because you are unable to see the appeal in sex without an emotional connection. Even if you want to have sex, you might be averse to casual sex because you are unable to find strangers or acquaintances attractive.

If you do enter into relationships, you might only be able to do long term, committed ones, because you seek great emotional intimacy before getting physical, if you get physical at all. You might prefer to date your friends because you only develop sexual feelings towards people you know well. Maybe you find yourself developing sexual attraction in close friendships, and feel disappointed if the friend doesn’t reciprocate your feelings.

6. Your feelings of sexual attraction are confusing or exclusive.

Because demisexuals tend to experience sexual attraction infrequently, they might be confused by it when it does show up. Perhaps you don’t recognize sexual attraction when it happens, or only do so later. For example, when cuddling with a friend, you might develop a warm, fuzzy feeling. But it’s nothing special, right? Was it just garden-variety warm fuzzies from snuggling with someone you care about, or was it something more?

Some demisexuals find that their sexual attraction is exclusive and only directed towards one person. When they have sexual feelings for one person, it’s impossible to imagine having them for anyone else. While demisexuals are just as capable of cheating as anyone else, and may feel sexually attracted to multiple people simultaneously, they may be unable to imagine the thought process behind it because they usually find few people sexually attractive.

In Conclusion

No one can tell you if you are or aren’t demisexual—only you know if the label resonates with your feelings and experiences. If you’re finding it difficult to decide whether or not it fits, read demisexual blogs and articles and see if you identify with the experiences you read about. It can take a long time—months or years, even—to decide if a label fits, so give yourself time.

Don’t worry about exceptions that make you think you aren’t demisexual. Labels are meant to help people understand and feel more comfortable with themselves. If a label makes you feel like you need to fit into a strict definition, then it isn’t doing its job.  Every demisexual has a highly individualized sexuality, so everyone’s experiences are different. As long as you feel like demisexual is an accurate description of your experiences, and you want to use it, you can.

If you don’t want to adopt the label, that’s okay too. Some people just like to know that demisexuality is something other people experience and don’t actively want to identify as demisexual. Whatever you decide, your choice is valid. There’s no right or wrong way to identify.






Chapter 3: Am I Demisexual If…

The defining trait of demisexuality is feeling sexual attraction exclusively towards people with whom you have a close bond. However, there may be traits associated with demisexuality that you don’t possess. Many questioning people find themselves wondering if something about them means they can’t identify as demisexual. Here are some common behaviors and characteristics that do not invalidate demisexuality.

I masturbate.

Some demisexuals enjoy masturbating for various reasons: because it feels good, because it’s relaxing or helps them sleep, or because it's a body maintenance activity. Masturbation doesn’t have to involve other people, and it definitely doesn’t invalidate demisexuality.

What you think about when you masturbate doesn’t have a bearing on your orientation either. Some demisexuals, if they fantasize about sexual situations, envision an unspecific, nondescript partner. Demisexuals in relationships might fantasize about their partner. Others might choose their favorite character or celebrity. It doesn’t necessarily mean they experience sexual attraction to these people—they might just find them aesthetically pleasing or feel comfortable thinking about them.

I enjoy having sex.

According to the 2014 AVEN Community Census, a third of demisexual respondents enjoy having sex. Some enjoy it just for the pleasurable sensations or for pleasing their partner, while others enjoy it for its own sake, like non-asexual spectrum people do. Demisexuals who enjoy sex have many reasons for doing so.

Sexual attraction is different from sexual behavior. You can have sex with someone you’re not attracted to, after all, or be attracted to someone with whom you wouldn’t want to have sex. A minority of demisexuals even engages in casual sex or hook-ups to satisfy their libidos. Whether they are attracted to their partners or not, they are still demisexual because they only experience sexual attraction towards people with whom they have an emotional bond.

I am repulsed by sex.

Even though demisexuals experience sexual attraction, one sixth of demisexual 2014 AVEN Community Census respondents find sex repulsive and one half is sex-indifferent. Whether it is sex repulsion, indifference, or mixed feelings, any type of feeling about sex is valid in a demisexual identity. 

Sex repulsion can occur in degrees. It might be as mild as feeling discomfort when watching sex scenes in movies, or as intense as having a panic attack reaction in a sexual situation. Any type of feeling of disgust in response to something sexual may be a form of sex repulsion, so for some people, it can include aversion to nudity or genitalia as well.

I watch porn.

For most people who use porn, the visual stimulation is just fodder for the imagination.  Some people are visual and require stimulation when they masturbate. It doesn’t mean they’re sexually attracted to the actors; in fact, many people who use porn like it because they enjoy imagining themselves in the situations that are depicted.

Porn habits do not always correlate with what someone desires in real life. For example, a straight woman who enjoys lesbian porn might not want to have sex with a woman in real life, but may just enjoy seeing women being pleasured sexually. Demisexuals may have their own reasons for watching porn, unrelated to the attractiveness of the porn actors.

I like reading erotic fiction.

Just like with porn, some people need stimulation when they masturbate, or just like reading steamy fanfiction. Again, it doesn’t mean they’re attracted to the people involved: it just means they may be aroused by depictions of sex and perhaps like to imagine themselves in the same situations. Or maybe they just find the idea of their favorite characters having sex amusing.

I have sexual fantasies.

Fantasies are a way for our brains to try out scenarios we might never want to act on. Fantasizing about something doesn’t mean you’d want it in real life. For example, someone might fantasize about a scenario involving BDSM, but they may not want to act out this fantasy. This doesn’t automatically mean that they’re a BDSM enthusiast; it just means they found it interesting or appealing to think about. It is up to the individual to differentiate between what they would like in real life and what they would not. Demisexuals, like other people, fantasize about all sorts of things, and none of these fantasies invalidates their identities. 

I find celebrities or fictional characters attractive.

There are different types of attraction, as I explained earlier, and many demisexuals find celebrities aesthetically attractive. Maybe you see a beautiful painting and just want to keep looking at it—that doesn’t mean you want to have sex with it, of course. It’s possible to feel the same way about people.

Alternately, if you’re a hardcore fan and have immersed yourself in the life of your particular celebrity or character, you might feel that you’ve developed a kind of emotional intimacy with them. Perhaps you’ve learned about the meaning behind their song lyrics from interviews, or learned about their innermost thoughts from one of their novels. That’s a kind of emotional connection that can lead to sexual attraction.

Some demisexuals choose not to count their attractions to characters because they aren’t real people, and thus it is impossible to tell whether or not they would be sexually attractive if they were real. Other demisexuals do choose to count these attractions, especially if they are passionate about a particular character. Either choice is valid.

I have kinks or fetishes.

Kinky demisexuals do exist. It’s possible to enjoy tying someone up or wearing leather without a sexual component. BDSM professionals don’t have sex with their clients, after all—it’s all about the eroticism one can create without involving sexual attraction or sex. Nonsexual kink is about pleasure, trust, play, and many other factors that may be enjoyable without the presence of sex. Some people find kinky activities pleasurable in the same way as a massage or high intensity sport: it’s not sexual, but it brings a unique feeling to the body.

It’s also possible to enjoy BDSM or other kinks as a way to become more emotionally intimate with someone. The idea of building an intense connection through a dominant/submissive relationship, or just invoking the trust necessary to execute certain kinks, is appealing to some demisexuals.

Of course, some demisexuals do enjoy the sexual aspect of kink and participate in it for that reason, regardless of whether they're sexually attracted to their partner or not. Many people who participate in the BDSM or fetish scene in a sexual way do so because they like the kink and not necessarily because they find their partner sexually attractive.

I’m celibate or abstinent due to my religious beliefs.

Your religion and your demisexuality are two different things. You are demisexual by nature and celibate by choice. It's just that these two things happen to coincide. It doesn't mean you're not actually demisexual. It just means that you don't necessarily have to actively fight sexual urges like other, non-demisexual members of your religion.

I am disabled or chronically ill.

Maybe you’re worried that your disability or illness is what is making you demisexual. Maybe you’re worried that if you weren’t disabled or ill, you wouldn’t actually be demisexual. It can be hard to untangle these things (and you might even need professional help to do it), but don’t worry—it’s not necessary to do so to validate your identity. Your sexuality is what you perceive it to be, so even if it changes based on certain factors, that’s okay. Focus on the present and what your sexuality is now. Disabled or chronically ill demisexuals are valid demisexuals.

I have depression, anxiety, another mental illness, am on the autism spectrum, or similar.

Just like with disabilities or chronic illnesses, mentally ill and/or autistic demisexuals might have trouble untangling their demisexuality from these other factors. However, neurodivergent demisexuals are fully valid, and may use the label as long as they find it useful for understanding themselves and feeling secure in their identities.

I have experienced sexual assault or abuse.

Some demisexual survivors of sexual assault or abuse find themselves struggling to trust partners or feel positively about sex, even if they didn't before. Or maybe they were demisexual before, and end up doubting whether their previous identification was valid. The primary qualm I have heard rom some demisexual survivors is that they have a hard time accepting the validity of their orientation, even when they logically know that it is valid. Whatever the case, demisexual survivors are valid demisexuals, regardless of their experiences.






Chapter 4: Myths About Demisexuals

Because demisexuality is a little-known sexual orientation, people might believe myths about it that obscure its real meaning. Skeptical friends and family members may bring up these myths or other preconceived notions when a demisexual comes out. Here are some of the more pervasive ones and their respective rebuttals. 

Demisexuality is inherently a slut-shaming orientation.

Some people think that demisexuality is inherently against casual sex or promiscuity because demisexuals have a tendency to desire sex only with people they know well, rather than strangers or acquaintances, and may have few sexual partners overall. Demisexuality may also superficially resemble the choice to only have sex with committed romantic partners.

However, demisexuality is a sexual orientation—or pattern of attraction—rather than an opinion or moral judgment. A person’s sexuality is different from the opinions and values they may hold. An individual’s inability to feel sexual attraction to people until an emotional bond is developed has nothing to do with how other people lead their sex lives. Some demisexuals may even have casual sex or be promiscuous themselves.

Demisexuals judge others for having casual sex.

From my experience in the community, I’ve found that demisexuals as a whole actually tend to be fairly progressive in their views on sex (even if they don’t necessarily want to have it themselves) and support the right of others to have safe, consensual casual sex. Some demisexuals may have had casual sex themselves. While demisexuals who judge others for doing it do exist, their opinion is not related to their sexuality. There are also plenty of other judgmental people who aren’t demisexual.

Demisexuality is fake.

“Demisexual” is just a word for a certain pattern of attraction that already occurs and has most likely been occurring for all of human history, just like homosexuality. There is nothing fake about it. The experiences of demisexuals are real, and they just happen to have a word which functions as shorthand for describing those experiences. Demisexuals find their pattern of attraction significantly different enough from that of most people that they use a word to describe it.

Demisexuals are (or aren’t) oppressed.

Some people think that claiming a label is the same thing as claiming oppression. Because most LGBTQ identities do face some form of oppression, people assume that demisexuals must be identifying that way in order to claim oppression as well. However, most demisexuals I have spoken with make no claims of being oppressed due to their demisexuality. They may have experienced difficulty in their lives because of it, but are not actively persecuted for being demisexual. Most demisexuals are just happy that they found a label that validates their experiences and a community that understands them. 

Demisexuals can face difficulties due to compulsory sexuality the same way that asexuals do, however. Whether it counts as oppression is a discussion beyond the scope of this book. Compulsory sexuality is the idea that everyone should have sex and experience their sexuality in a way dictated by societal norms, and if they do not then they are somehow broken. Because many demisexuals have mixed feelings about sex or are outright repulsed by it, they may feel alienated and broken by society’s messages about sex.

Furthermore, demisexuals might face difficulties in relationships with non-asexual spectrum people. They might feel pressured to have sex when they don’t want to, and some may have experienced sexual assault or rape when they refused. Demisexuals do face difficulties for being demisexual. However, most of do not consider themselves oppressed on the same level as homosexual, transgender, etc. people (though demisexuals with another LGBTQ or racial identity may face problems associated with that identity).

The word demisexual has origins that diminish the orientation’s credibility.

There is a lot of misinformation floating around the Internet about the origins of the word demisexual. Some say it was founded on a roleplaying forum, while others claim a teenage girl invented it. The truth is that the word was first coined and popularized on the AVEN forums in 2006. However, many demisexuals don’t consider the origin of the word relevant when it comes to the similarity of their experiences. If people find the word useful, that’s all that matters. 

Demisexuals are straight people trying to weasel their way into queer/LGBTQ spaces.

A significant portion of demisexuals experiences same gender attraction, is transgender, and/or has a nonbinary gender identity, so they are not cisgender and heteroromantic or heterosexual. They may identify as LGBTQ for a reason other than their demisexuality. Demisexuals that do experience hetero- attraction generally identify strongly with asexuality rather than heterosexuality and thus may not identify with the word straight. Some demisexuals consider another word, such as bisexual or homosexual, to also accurately describe them.

According to the 2014 AVEN Community Census, the asexual community as a whole has mixed feelings about trying to become part of the LGBTQ community. Some asexual spectrum people prefer it to remain separate, while others would like to join it, because they would like to fight heterosexism alongside others who are affected by it. Many spaces with demisexuals are made specifically for asexual spectrum people. They are not trying to “invade” queer spaces.

Demisexuals identify that way because they have low self-esteem.

Sexual orientations have nothing to do with self-esteem. Some demisexuals have high self-esteem, while others have low self-esteem, just like with any other sexual orientation. Identifying as demisexual is not something people do to protect themselves; it is a step they take to recognize and accurately describe their sexual orientation.






Chapter 5: What Demisexuality is Not

Many people mistake demisexuality for something else, such as abstaining from sex until marriage. However, demisexuality is a distinct sexual orientation, not a choice. Like all other sexual orientations, it is a pattern of attraction, not a pattern of behavior. These are some common misconceptions regarding demisexuality along with explanations that can be used to clarify any misunderstanding.

Demisexuality is not only having sex with people you love, or just a preference.

Choosing to have sex only with people with whom you are in a romantic relationship is just that: a choice. Having a preference in who you date is also a choice—you could after all, choose to date someone who doesn’t fit your preference. Demisexuality is when you are completely unable to feel sexual attraction to anyone until you develop emotional intimacy with them. Demisexuals don’t have a choice in the matter. They don’t prefer to have sex with people they know well; they are unable to feel sexual attraction otherwise.

However, they can choose to have sex with whomever they want, regardless of whether or not they love them. While demisexuals, like many people, prefer to have sex with people they know and trust, a minority of demisexuals has engaged or engages in casual sex. It doesn’t invalidate their demisexual identity because their sexual behavior does not always correlate with who they are sexually attracted to.

Demisexuality is not abstinence until marriage.

Just like the above misconception, many people think demisexuals are just people waiting until marriage to have sex. However, abstinence is still a choice, unlike sexual orientation. While some demisexuals may also choose to practice abstinence, some demisexuals who do have sex have had premarital sex.

Non-demisexuals who choose to abstain are usually fighting against the sexual attraction they feel. However, demisexuals usually don’t feel sexual attraction very often, if at all. Abstinence is also usually religiously or culturally motivated, and there are plenty of demisexuals who come from religious or cultural traditions that don’t promote abstinence.

Demisexuality is not a moral, sensible, or noble decision.

Patterns of sexual attraction are not decisions, because you cannot choose who you are sexually attracted to. The way demisexuals experience sexual attraction has nothing to do with their morals; it’s just how they’re wired to operate. There’s nothing they can do about it.

Just as homosexuality is not a sin, demisexuality is not more or less moral than any other orientation, because it is not based on morals at all. People who choose to abstain from sex do so due to their morals and are actively making the decision to not act on their sexual feelings. Demisexuals can still choose to engage in premarital or casual sexual activity, and there are plenty who do. These choices are okay, but have nothing to do with demisexuality as an orientation.

Demisexuality is not how most people (or women especially) operate normally.

Most people are able to feel sexual attraction without having formed an emotional connection with the person first. They may be sexually attracted to strangers, celebrities, or people they don’t know well. Demisexuals, of course, are unable to feel sexual attraction without this prerequisite. This is not a common orientation. 

Most people who do feel sexual attraction without an emotional bond may choose not to have sex until they get to know and trust the person, start a romantic relationship with them, or another reason. However, they may still experience sexual attraction to the person.

It is also possible for people to have sex with someone even if they are not sexually attracted to them. Sex workers, for example, are not usually sexually attracted to all of their clients. Sexual behavior and sexual attraction are two different things, and understanding this is the key to understanding demisexuality.






Part Two: Demisexual Life






Chapter 6: Coming Out As Demisexual

Just like with other sexual orientations, people who discover they’re demisexual may want to come out to friends, family, and coworkers. It can be an awkward experience, but being prepared can make the whole thing go over more smoothly.

Should I come out as demisexual?

Keep in mind that coming out is a personal choice and not an obligation that comes with being demisexual. It’s okay to keep it to yourself entirely. You don’t even have to tell your partner or best friend or parent if you don’t want to. You’re allowed to keep some facets of your identity private. Some people don’t want to come out because they’re worried about how others will react, while some people just don’t feel like it’s necessary or a big deal that warrants a coming out. Whatever the reasoning, know that it is a perfectly acceptable option to keep it to yourself.

If you’re not sure whether or not you want to come out, give yourself some time to think it over. If you just discovered demisexuality recently, you might want to give yourself a month or even longer to let all your thoughts and feelings settle. Some people say that the first person you come out to is yourself, so let yourself process everything and accept your identity first.

There are good reasons to come out as well. You might want to share this facet of yourself with people you trust and feel close to. You might want to bring about awareness of demisexuality. Coming out to someone can increase emotional intimacy in your relationship with them.

If you are dependent upon parents or guardians who you know to be homophobic or intolerant towards other LGBTQ identities, you might want to wait until you are no longer dependent on them. You may decide that it is probably safest to wait until you are living on your own and supporting yourself financially.

What are the risks of coming out as demisexual?

The most common negative reaction that people experience when coming out is invalidation. Some people will not take demisexuality seriously or may not believe that it is a real, valid orientation, even after you try explaining. Negative comments can be hard to brush off and can truly sting, especially if they are coming from someone close to you. 

If the person you come out to responds negatively, you might experience feelings of disappointment or betrayal. You may even reconsider your entire relationship with them. After realizing how they feel about a core facet of your identity, you might feel some distance with them. You can test how the person will react by bringing up demisexuality as a general topic, unrelated to you, though it can be just as disheartening if they react poorly.

The worst cases of gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender people coming out to their parents result in them getting kicked out or sent to damaging conversion therapy. Demisexuals are unlikely to get this sort of reaction purely for being demisexual, but it is something to keep in mind, especially if part of your demisexual identity involves same gender attraction. 

Even if the person you come out to is well intentioned, they may say hurtful things out of ignorance. It's important to remember that even the most understanding and supportive person may unintentionally upset you simply because they lack knowledge. Consider providing resources for friends, family members, or partners that will provide them an opportunity to educate themselves on demisexuality.

How should I prepare to come out?

Because most people don’t know what demisexuality is, you will probably have to explain it. The person might have questions about your experience. Exploring different resources can help you be well informed and figure out the right words to explain concepts. If you don’t feel like answering questions, that’s fine too. You’re not obligated to educate people, especially if it makes you uncomfortable. You can direct them to educational resources if they want to know more. 

Be sure to consider whether the person you’re planning to tell is trustworthy. Will they respect your wishes to not tell anyone else, if that’s what you want? Can they keep a secret? Will they make fun of you? Will they stop being your friend? It can be hard to know the answer to these questions, so trust your instincts. You may want to choose a particularly supportive person you’re very close with as your first person, so they can advise you on how to tell others or even tell others for you if you request it.

How do I come out?

There are several time-honored methods for coming out, so you can pick the one that makes you most comfortable. One of the most popular is to slip it into normal conversation, especially when discussing a related topic, like relationships or LGBTQ identities. Most people won’t know what demisexuality is, so be prepared to provide a brief explanation, and then answer further questions if you’re comfortable or direct them to another resource.

You could also share the news with a text, phone call, or letter, which can make it seem more momentous. Social media is another option for bolder people, though it should be done carefully. Be sure to check who can view your posts first if you do not want the information to be made public or seen by certain people. Finally, you can ask a trusted friend to let the news trickle out and pass it on. Make sure this person will convey the news accurately and only tell people you ask them to tell.

In any of these situations, you can bring up demisexuality as a general concept first. After explaining it, you can say that it applies to you. Alternately, you could say that you’re demisexual, and then explain what it means. Either way works, though bringing up demisexuality as an idea first might be better if you are unsure of how the person will react. If they react well, you can proceed to say that you actually are demisexual. If they react poorly, you may decide that it is better not to tell them.

Another thing to keep in mind is that you don’t necessarily need to use the word demisexual when coming out. You can just explain that you don’t feel sexual attraction to people unless you form a close emotional bond with them, or that you generally don’t find people sexually attractive. This can also be a way to ease into the conversation without bringing up labels immediately.

How do I explain demisexuality?

Demisexuality can be difficult to explain, as it sounds superficially similar to only having sex with people you love. Furthermore, because many people still haven’t heard of asexuality, they may not have the basis for understanding what it is.

Start off with the definition: demisexuals are people who only feel sexual attraction after they form an emotional bond with someone. You could try saying that just like how heterosexuals and homosexuals are attracted to one gender, and bisexuals are attracted to two (or more) genders, demisexuals are attracted to no one until they form that bond. 

It might be helpful to explain it as a variation of asexuality, which can be explained as the “opposite” of bisexuality, as asexuals are sexually attracted to no genders. You might even consider explaining asexuality first, as it is a simpler concept, and then explaining how demisexuality is related to asexuality as part of the asexual spectrum.

At this point, the person may want to know more. If they are trustworthy and caring, and you feel comfortable, they might appreciate hearing about what demisexuality means to you specifically and how you experience it. This might even lead into a discussion on relationships and dating.

Remember that you are not obligated to explain anything outside your comfort zone, and you do not owe anyone personal information. If you don’t feel comfortable explaining or sharing, it’s okay to point the person to an educational resource so they can do more research on their own. Caring friends will sometimes seek out further information of their own initiative, so you can give them a head start.

What if it didn’t go well?

If the person doesn’t seem to understand no matter how much you explain, you can direct them to a resource that will do the explaining for you. You might need to think of different ways to explain the concept to them, and maybe one of them will get through. Analogies are sometimes helpful, especially ones related to food. For example, pansexuals like all kinds of cookies, heterosexuals only like chocolate chip cookies, and I only like chocolate chip cookies that my partner and I baked together.

If it went poorly, give the person some time to mull it over. If they seem amenable, send them links to more information so they can continue thinking about it. Especially for parents, news like this can be a shock, so they might need some time, regardless of their initial reaction. 

After some period of time (a week or month, maybe, depending on your situation), you can try bringing it up again, if you think the person has had time to cool off. You could try recruiting an ally, like a sibling or mutual friend, to help out. Ultimately, you should use your best judgment, and remember that your identity is valid regardless of what anyone says.






Chapter 7: Dating While Demisexual

Many demisexuals find the idea of dating daunting because of the popular conception of fast-paced courtship. The fact that “should I have sex on the first date?” is even a question makes many demisexuals want to run screaming. However, those on the asexual spectrum can, and do, have successful dating experiences, as long as you realize that it’s okay to go at your own pace and that communication is key.

Online Dating

Online dating is a popular option for many demisexuals because it takes less effort. You can sit at home and browse potential partners without even having to set foot out the door or dress up nicely. You don’t have to commit to anyone or worry about their expectations. If you live in a more populated area, you might even be able to find dozens of people who have potential. It is very simple to browse a profile and send a message, and you can message multiple people to see who’s interested. 

Exchanging messages online can lead to sparks of emotional intimacy, all before you even go on the first date. You can suss out a person’s values and interests before putting in the effort to meet them in person. Talking to people online initially might be easier for demisexuals, who might be put off by expectations of flirting or physical contact in person.

Websites like OKCupid now even let you list your orientation as demisexual, so you can search for others on the asexual spectrum and “come out” to people without even having to have a discussion about it.

When you do find someone you want to meet up with in person, you can tell them you’d like to go on a “friend date” first. In my experience, a lot of people were happy to have a casual meeting first because they too were intimidated by the idea of a romantic blind date. You can also mention that you prefer to develop a friendship first. If the person prefers to start off on a romantic note, then they can say that, and you’ll know if you are compatible in your dating preferences.

Some people have also found success using dating sites just to make friends first. You can be upfront about your intentions to reduce confusion. You can send messages that say something like, “Hey, I just joined this to meet new people, make friends, and see if anything pans out.” Dating is less formal now than it was in the past, so it’s more socially acceptable to approach potential dates this way.

Expand Your Social Circle

Because demisexuals need to develop emotional intimacy before seeing someone as a potential partner, many find it easier to date within their friend group. You can expand your circle of friends by asking your current friends to introduce new people and take you to new places. Meeting as many people as you can increases the likelihood that you run into someone you click with. There’s also less pressure in a platonic or group setting.

If you get along with new people, get their number and hang out with them more. After a certain point, you might develop romantic and/or sexual feelings. If this happens, you can bring up the idea of dating. Some people don’t like to date people with whom they’ve become too friendly, but others are open to the idea. You won’t know unless you ask.

Coming Out to a Partner

You might arrive at a point at which you are considering whether or not to come out to your partner. Remember that you are not obligated to come out to them. Some people just don’t feel it’s necessary to come out to anyone, which is okay. If your experience of demisexuality involves being sex-repulsed, or waiting a long time until you feel ready to have sex, then it’s okay to explain those things to your partner without using the word demisexual.

There are two major points in a relationship at which you might want to come out. The first is when your relationship is less established. You might just be casually dating, thinking about dating, or unsure of whether or not you want to be committed. Or maybe you’re messaging on an online dating website and haven’t even met up in person yet. In this case, it can be worrisome to come out because you don’t know the person as well and don’t know how they’ll react.

In this situation, you will want to discuss what your sexuality means for the future of the relationship. It might mean that you won’t feel sexual attraction for a while, or that it might not ever show up. It might mean that you don’t want to have sex ever, or you might want to eventually, but you aren’t sure when. There are a lot of uncertainties at this stage of the relationship, and you might not have had many important conversations yet, if at all.

However, if you feel it’s necessary to bring this up, then you should. If your partner is impatient, or doesn’t make an effort to understand you when you discuss these issues, they might not be the right person for you. Even if they are not initially accepting, they might come around with some explanation on your part. But if they continue to invalidate your sexuality, you don’t have to date them. You deserve someone who accepts you fully as a person. 

The second type of situation is in a better-established, committed relationship. It can be scary to come out in this setting as well, because you are already invested in your partner and might not know how they will take this news. Worse, you might be afraid that they won’t want to be with you anymore. However, the main point to remember is that you being demisexual doesn’t change anything about your relationship because you found a word to describe how you already were.

If anything, discovering demisexuality will improve a relationship for both parties—whether you work towards compromise, accept each other more fully, or break up. You can find strategies for navigating the sexual aspect of your relationship and feel more confident in yourself. All of these will translate into a healthier relationship overall and are things you can explain to a partner. Even if you break up, you’ll both gain a clearer idea of what you want in a partner, and you can search for someone with whom you are more compatible.

If you decide to come out, be sure to share your resources so your partner can learn about demisexuality too. They will probably have a lot of questions, and showing them articles and blog posts can provide fodder for important discussions. These discussions can help increase trust and emotional intimacy, thereby strengthening your relationship. Good partners will be interested in educating themselves so they can learn more about this aspect of you and better understand you.

Communicate Explicitly and Often

It’s okay to go at your own pace in a relationship, and your partner should be willing to respect it. Be clear about your boundaries. It’s okay to be specific, even if it seems awkward to have to explain things so clearly. If you’re okay with kissing now but not oral sex, say so. If you want to experiment with sex but aren’t sure whether you’ll ever want to have it again, say that. Your partner should be willing to respect these boundaries as well.

Make sure you make your wants and needs known, and encourage your partner to do the same. If your partner wants to try a certain activity, they should tell you so you can figure out how you feel about it. It is always okay to be clear about your feelings, even if your feelings themselves are unclear. It’s okay to say you’re unsure about something—that way your partner knows. Communicating very clearly is one of the keys to a happy relationship, so be sure to communicate as often as you feel is necessary.

What if I’m polyamorous?

Polyamory is the state or practice of being romantically involved with multiple people at the same time. This is different from having one exclusive romantic partner, who is usually the exclusive sexual partner as well. Healthy polyamory involves respect, trust, and communication.

It is definitely possible to be a demisexual in the polyamory community, which actively promotes clear communication about needs and expectations. The only thing necessary for a demisexual to feel sexual attraction is an emotional connection and of course, it is possible to form that type of bond with multiple people at a time. 

The type of polyamorous relationships a demisexual may be in depends on what they want. For example, a demisexual who is sex repulsed may have a partner who has sex with another partner. A demisexual who enjoys sex may enjoy having sex with one partner but not another. Any configuration is possible as long as everyone involved communicates clearly and with respect.






Chapter 8: Demisexual Sex

Some demisexuals may find themselves in a situation in which they want to try having sex or engaging in some other sexual activity. Or maybe they are unsure whether they want to try it or not. This can happen regardless of level of experience, because each partner is different. Here are some thoughts you might want to consider before embarking on the experience, as well as preparations to make and things to expect.

Am I ready to have sex?

The first thing you want to do is examine your motivations for wanting to have sex. Is it something you genuinely want to try? Are you curious to see what it’s like? Or do you feel the slightest bit of pressure from your friends or partner? Are you only doing it to please them? Do want to do it because many of your peers have done it? Do you feel like you have to get it over with? Does it fit in with your values and goals for your life? Understanding these motivations may help you get a sense of how your experience will go, as well as your feelings towards it afterwards.

The next thing to consider is the person you are planning to have sex with. Does this person make you feel comfortable and at ease? Do you have a solid relationship, whether it is romantic or platonic? Do you trust this person? If something were to happen, like pregnancy or an STI, would you feel comfortable discussing it with this person? Are you prepared for the emotional risks of having sex, such as your feelings towards this person changing?

How do I prepare for having sex?

You’ll definitely want to have a conversation with your chosen partner about a number of things. For example, you might consider coming out to this person and explaining demisexuality before having sex with them. It’s not necessary, and if you don’t want to or feel like it’s not a big deal, then you don’t have to. Some people just feel better if the person knows.

If you do explain about demisexuality, they might express concern that you aren’t super enthusiastic about a certain activity or that you aren’t sexually attracted to them. You can explain that if you don’t want to do a particular activity, it’s not their fault. It’s simply how you feel about the activity, not them, so they don’t have to take it personally. If someone hated roller coasters, then it wouldn’t matter who offered to take them. There is no one with whom they would be happy riding a roller coaster simply because they hate roller coasters.

Boundaries are very important to discuss. You might want to say yes to one activity, no to another, and maybe to yet another. It’s okay to be very clear about it. For example: “I’m okay with making out, but I know I don’t want to have sex. I don’t know how I feel about oral sex, so let’s try it and see how it goes. If I feel uncomfortable, then I’ll let you know, and we can stop.” You can use a list of activities marked with yes/no/maybe answers (there is one linked in the Resources section of this book) to give a quick overview of how you feel about different activities.

It’s a good idea to discuss your expectations, hopes, and fears with your partner. If you hope that a particular activity will feel good and are particularly excited about it, tell them. Maybe they can look up techniques for how to make it a good experience. If you are unsure whether or not you will be good at giving pleasure, tell them that too. Maybe they can tell you what they like specifically. If you are nervous about penetrating or being penetrated, let them know, so you can go at a particularly slow and gentle pace. It’s okay to be very specific about your feelings. Partners can’t read minds, so you have to communicate. This information could even help ease apprehensions your partner may have, making it a better experience for both of you.

Make sure you have your safe sex supplies ready: condoms, birth control pills, or whatever else you may need. If you are unsure, be sure to do research first. Even if pregnancy is not a risk, STIs might be, so be sure to discuss this issue with your partner. If they brush off your concerns, then you might want to reconsider having sex with them. Having safe sex is your right, so do not let yourself feel pressured or be convinced otherwise.

Finally, if it is your first of anything, like your first time having sex ever, your first time with this particular person, etc., don’t expect it to be amazing. Even for non-asexual spectrum people, the first time can be awkward. Good sex comes from practice, experience, and being comfortable with your partner, as well as always respecting each other’s boundaries. It’s all up to the individuals involved, and it’ll only become better when you start to learn more about each other. The first time is for learning, not for having a perfectly smooth experience. Also remember that pornographic depictions of sex are rarely accurate, so don’t base your expectations off of what you see in porn or other media, like movies and books. 

What do I do during the sexual experience?

Sex can be romantic and sweet, if you want it to be, but don’t feel too much pressure to make it a perfect experience. You’ll want to communicate a lot while stuff is happening. It may seem awkward to interrupt and say, “Hey, this doesn’t feel good” or “I don’t feel comfortable with this,” but it’s also awkward to put up with something unpleasant. Your partner should be one who makes you feel comfortable speaking up.

If you are doing something to your partner, ask them questions: “Does it feel good when I do this? What about this? Do you prefer to be touched here or here? Is it okay if I touch you here?” To maximize enjoyment, you need to know what causes pleasure for both you and your partner, and, since neither of you are mind readers, you have to use your words and explain your feelings. Don’t completely trust the body’s reactions. Sometimes shivers, arousal, and other signs are misleading or can be misinterpreted. Always make sure to clarify and communicate when necessary.

It’s okay to laugh if things get silly. You don’t need to be serious about it. Part of the fun of sex is experimentation, and if you’re trying new things, there are bound to be humorous mishaps. Laughing can also break the tension and make you feel more comfortable with each other, so don’t be afraid to do it.

You might feel resistance during a particular activity. Trust your instincts here. Let your partner know that it is making you feel weird, and that you want to take a break, pick it up another day, or never do it again. You might also consider using a safe word, a concept borrowed from the BDSM community that can be used in any sexual context. A safe word is a ridiculous word like “zebra” or “pineapple” that both of you can say and know to totally stop what you’re doing. You can then take a break to calm down and assess why you felt like you needed to use the safe word. Another kind of safe word is the stoplight system: “red” means to completely halt everything, “yellow” means to slow down and/or proceed with caution, and “green” means everything is going just fine.

It’s okay to want to try some activities but not others. It’s also okay to change your mind at any point. Even if you have done something with this person 100 times before, but don’t feel like doing it now (or ever), it’s okay to stop. If your partner is very close to orgasm, but you feel uncomfortable, it’s okay to stop (they can take care of themselves; you’re not depriving them or harming them). Your comfort is of utmost importance at all times, so make sure your partner is someone who will respect that. In return, make sure you also respect your partner if they wish to avoid certain activities, slow down, or stop.

How do I reflect on my sexual experience?

Some questions you might want to ask yourself (and discuss with your partner) include what you liked and didn’t like. How did you feel about the different activities? Is there something that you could change about an activity to make it more comfortable, like trying a different position? Do you want to do the activities again? If so, what would you change about them? Is there a technique you want to try next time, or a different way of doing it? Reflecting on questions like these will help you improve your next experience, if it’s one you want to have.

Do you feel differently about your partner? How have your feelings towards them changed? Do you feel differently about yourself? Your feelings might even change later on, after you’ve had time to process the experience. Any feeling you have or don’t have is okay. You are not obligated to feel anything in particular. 

If you found that you didn’t like something, you might be disappointed. You might have hoped that you would like it so you could please your partner, but the first person you need to please is yourself. If you didn’t like something, that’s okay. If you didn’t like the whole experience at all, that’s okay too. You don’t owe anything to your partner, and you especially don’t need to feel obligated to like something for their sake. It’s okay to not like sex.

What do I do after the experience?

Do you want to have another sexual experience with this person? Or would you prefer not to repeat it? Are you in a romantic relationship that you want to continue? Or are you just casually dating? Are you friends, and do you now want to keep it that way? Or do you want to change it from a platonic to a romantic relationship or vice versa? You can talk to your partner about these things, or maybe consider your own answers first and then discuss it with them.

Your partner might want to try something new next time (if you both decide on a next time). If they bring up kinks or desires that seem strange to you, try not to be judgmental. You certainly don’t have to participate if you don’t want to, but many people have difficulty discussing what they want sexually, so listening with an open mind will help your partner feel more comfortable opening up to you. They should treat you with the same respect.

If you do want to establish or continue a relationship, remember that there are many kinds of relationships. Romantic relationships can be serious, casual, or anywhere in between. Sexual relationships can be between friends, romantic partners, or just people who like to have sex with each other. Platonic relationships can be as simple as a casual friendship, or as intense as a committed, long term partnership. Think about the kind of relationship you want to have with this person.

If you want to have another sexual experience, consider revisiting and revising the yes/no/maybe list to see if your feelings about anything changed. Discuss this with your partner, if you want your next experience to be with them. If you have differing feelings about something, discuss options that make both of you feel comfortable, or mention that it’s off-limits if you don’t want to do it ever again. You set your boundaries about how you feel about all the activities, and all your feelings are valid. The ideal partner will respect that.

What if I want to try something kinky?

There are many demisexuals who enjoy participating in BDSM or other kinks, so you’re not alone. For some, it is sexual, but for others, it is not. Whatever their preference is, kinky demisexuals can certainly find a way to enjoy kink in a way that makes them comfortable. Because some kinks carry the risk of physical and/or mental harm, be sure to do research on how to perform them safely.

If you already have a partner, you’ll of course want to bring this up with them. Some people are already familiar with better-known kinks, like bondage and spanking. Other types of kinks may require more explanation. Ideally, you should feel comfortable bringing this up with your partner, even if it makes you feel nervous, as your partner should be someone you can trust. Bring it up in a nonsexual setting so that you can talk about it more clearly. Show your partner informational websites or relevant photos to explain what the kink is like. Remember that there will be some experimentation necessary before the kink becomes truly exciting. For example, you might need to practice tying knots for rope bondage in a nonsexual setting.

If your partner is open to trying out a kink, but is unsure if they’ll like it, remember that some kinks have degrees. For example, being pinned down is less intense than wearing handcuffs. You can try a lighter version of your kink so your partner can see if they like it. If your partner seems reluctant to participate in your kink, however, respect that and don’t pressure them to do something they’re not comfortable with. Ultimately, some people will have hard limits that should be respected.

If you don’t have a partner, you could try to find your local BDSM or fetish group. Fetlife is a great website for connecting with other kinky people. You can search in your area to see if there’s a group, and if so, attend one of their meetings. Informal meetings are called “munches,” and they usually happen in a restaurant or other casual public setting, where you don’t have to worry about an overly sexual atmosphere. Other groups may offer classes where you can learn how to practice various kinks safely, or even observe experienced people demonstrating techniques.

Befriend leaders in the group, who will help introduce you and make you feel comfortable. If you don’t feel comfortable with the people there, listen to your gut instinct. Once you have made some friends, ask them if there are any potential partners who are trustworthy and go from there. You can indulge the kink privately, or try something new at a play party. Many people feel safer testing out a kink with a new partner where there are several experienced others around. Others prefer the privacy of being alone with their partner.

Play parties are sometimes a more sexually charged space. Many play parties allow varying levels of nudity and kinky practices, but not overtly sexual activity. Other play parties do allow sex acts. Check the rules of each gathering to find out if it’s an environment you’d feel comfortable in. People generally put effort into making others feel comfortable in these types of settings, so bring a trusted friend and go observe for your first time.

Many non-demisexual people in the kink community are interested in nonsexual kink, so you won’t be alone if that is your preference. Good kinky practice includes respecting boundaries and emphasizing safety, and a quality community will make that clear.






Chapter 9: For Friends and Family

If you’re reading this, it’s probably because you know someone who is demisexual and would like to understand them better. You deserve kudos for finding yourself here and educating yourself on demisexuality. You’re on the right track to helping them feel supported and being a good ally.

Why did they tell me about this?

Your loved one has come out to you because they trust you with this personal knowledge and want you to know about this aspect of themselves. It is great for both of you that you have such a trusting relationship that they feel comfortable telling you. It means that they would now like your support as they learn more about themselves and integrate this idea into their concept of self. Your acceptance would most likely be very meaningful to them.

Is my child too young to adopt a label? 

Children usually figure out who they’re attracted to at an early age, even if they don’t want to act on it just yet, and even young children may have crushes. Many people feel their first instance of sexual attraction in their preteen years, even as young as age 10. At this age, a demisexual child may already start to detect a difference between themselves and their peers and may have some stress from this.

By the early teens, children (or at least, their peers) start discussing crushes, attractive celebrities, dating, and other related topics. Most demisexuals feel alienated by these conversations. Around this time, children may start exploring sexuality labels—some may identify as gay or bisexual, for example, and straight children know they’re straight. If children are not too young to identify as heterosexual, then they’re not too young to identify as demisexual.

Children who feel different from their peers might try to find out why, and their search will have led to demisexuality. This label has most likely provided them with a lot of comfort and security, as they try to form identities in relation to their peers, and is a useful tool for them at this stage in their life. 

That said, in the asexual community, people frequently repeat that sexuality is fluid, that it can change over a person’s lifetime, and that labels are tools to be used to better understand and describe yourself. The general idea is that you should use your tools instead of letting them use you. These sentiments provide a safe space to try on different labels, so the community encourages self-exploration rather than restriction. Your loved one has already put a great deal of thought, time, and effort into identifying as demisexual, so respect this.

They’re just a late bloomer, and will grow out of it.

This is not outside the realm of possibility. Sexuality can be fluid over one’s lifetime, so it is possible that they will experience sexual attraction differently in the future. However, your loved one has thought carefully about identifying as demisexual, considering their previous and current experiences and feelings. These contemplations have led them to decide that demisexual is the best word to describe them now.

While this orientation may change later in life, it most likely will not. Heterosexuals generally don’t go through life waiting for an instance of same gender attraction to prove that they’re actually bisexual instead. If a new experience happens and your loved one feels the need to revise their label, it is up to them to decide. Remember, however, that demisexuality is an orientation, and while orientations may change over time, they don’t usually change due to puberty. 

Is this a psychological issue that requires therapy or medication?

All demisexual identities are valid, whether or not the demisexual has experienced something like sexual trauma and/or mental illness. Some people who are demisexual have experienced these things, and some haven’t. What matters is that the label helps individuals feel comfortable with and understand themselves better. Don’t assume that you should attempt to figure out a cause for their demisexuality or attribute it to an external factor or experience. While there are demisexual survivors of abuse and demisexuals with mental illness, it does not mean your loved one is one of them.

Sending your loved one to a therapist to “cure” them of their demisexuality is not advisable. This will be harmful to both your relationship and their self-esteem. Furthermore, asexuality is recognized as a valid orientation by the DSM-V (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders), the latest edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s diagnostic tool, and conversion therapies have been proven ineffective in changing people’s sexual orientations and psychologically harmful. Helping your loved one accept their identity with your validation and support will be most useful if they have any negative feelings towards it. 

Finally, medications will not be effective in “treating” demisexuality because sexual orientation is different from libido. Demisexuals may have high, low, nonexistent, or fluctuating libidos, just like any other group. Most people who go to health providers for problems with low libido do experience sexual attraction but don’t have the desire to act on it. Medications may increase their libido, but they don’t change whether or not people see others as sexually appealing. If a demisexual took the same medication, it wouldn’t stop them from needing the emotional connection to find people sexually attractive.

Will my loved one’s life be more difficult because they are demisexual? 

It is unlikely that their life will be difficult simply because they are demisexual. Demisexuals are not actively persecuted on the same level as gay and lesbian people, and most people don’t even know what demisexuality is. Your loved one might have hesitation regarding romantic relationships, especially if they aren’t interested in sex, but your support and acceptance will be invaluable.

With supportive friends and family who accept them for who they are, a demisexual can be a well-adjusted, happy adult. Their knowledge about demisexuality will contribute to a secure, strong sense of self. This will in turn contribute to their happiness.

Should I tell other people?

Unless your loved one has specifically said that it is okay to tell certain other people, you should absolutely keep this to yourself. Your loved one will choose who they will come out to when they feel ready and if they want to do so. Telling others before your loved one has a chance to do it will erode the trust built in your relationship.

How can I be supportive?

Your acceptance is the most important thing. If your loved one wants to talk, let them know that you’re available, and allow them some space to continue thinking about it if that’s what they want. Even if they don’t want to discuss it further, just knowing that you’re available can be immensely helpful. If you put in the time and effort to learn about demisexuality and its associated terms, you will also be better prepared for if they do want to talk. You will already have the language and knowledge to have a meaningful conversation.






Chapter 10: For Partners

If you’re reading this, it’s probably because your partner is demisexual or thinks they might be demisexual, and you’d like to understand them better. Part of being in a healthy relationship is communicating well and accepting each other, so it’s great that you’re making the effort to learn more about this aspect of your partner’s identity. You’re on the right track to being a good ally for your partner.

Can demisexuals be in romantic relationships with non-demisexuals?

Yes, there are plenty of mixed orientation relationships that are successful. Many demisexuals feel romantic attraction and choose to pursue romantic relationships. As with any relationship, compatibility and communication are the keys to figuring out what works for both partners.

How can you have a relationship without sex?

Believe it or not, sex just isn’t necessary for everyone. Some demisexuals don’t care for it at all because they are repulsed, have mixed feelings about it, or are simply indifferent to it. There are more people than you would think, even people who aren’t on the asexual spectrum, that simply don’t find sex that exciting. Because we live in a sexually charged society, these people generally feel alienated and keep quiet about their thoughts.

Consider the difference between a friend with benefits and a significant other. There are many aspects of a loving, committed relationship other than sex: romantic attraction, platonic attraction, emotional intimacy, non-sexual physical intimacy, and more. That’s what makes it this kind of relationship, and distinguishes it from others. Sex isn’t what makes a romantic relationship romantic, otherwise there would be no such thing as friends with benefits, sex workers, casual sex, etc.

There are many ways to show intimacy other than sex. Cuddling, sharing interests and goals, raising children together, sharing finances, committing to each other for life, traveling together, and talking about hopes and fears are some of the many ways one can experience intimacy.

What should I do if I think my partner is demisexual?

Demisexuality is a little-known orientation, so it’s possible that your partner has never heard of it. You could try bringing it up as concept in a related conversation (perhaps about another LGBTQ topic, such as pride parades or same gender marriage) and see how your partner reacts. You could even mention that the idea of demisexuality reminded you of them. The conversation might go in a useful direction from there.

Avoid insisting that your partner is demisexual. It’s not a good idea to label other people because you don’t know what their internal experience is like, and a label can come with unwanted baggage if it’s applied without the person’s consent. They might think you are accusing them of being broken or different in a way they do not want to be. Only individuals can label themselves, so while you can present the idea and provide resources for learning more, only your partner can decide if they are demisexual. 

Also keep in mind that not everyone who learns about demisexuality chooses to adopt the label. Some people just don’t like to have labels. They might be happy to know that there are others like them out there, but they might not feel it is necessary to identify as demisexual.

What do I do if I feel upset that my partner isn’t sexually attracted to me?

Understand that your partner still loves and cares for you. Demisexuals may still have the same level of deep romantic and/or platonic feelings as other people and still value intimacy in close relationships. Your partner may find you attractive in other ways, and you can ask them about this if you want specific reasons.

For some people, being seen as sexually attractive by their partner means feeling loved and desired. If this is the case for you, you can ask your partner to help you feel loved and desired in other ways. Brainstorming ideas for how you can meet each other’s needs is a great way to feel closer and develop emotional intimacy. 

My partner masturbates, but won’t have sex with me. Why?

Some demisexuals who have active libidos may prefer to satisfy themselves. To them, sex may be a different activity entirely, done for different reasons.  For some people, masturbation is just a way to release tension, and there isn’t anything particularly sexual about it. They may masturbate to reduce stress, relieve menstrual cramps, help them fall asleep, or some other reason.

Sex, on the other hand, is something completely different that you do with a partner. They might be okay with masturbation, but feel repulsed by or indifferent towards sex, especially if it involves penetration and being physically close with someone else in a sexual context. The best way to know is to ask your partner. Ask them where their boundaries are, and respect them.

What will my partner do or not do with me?

The answer to this is completely dependent on the individual. Demisexuals all have different opinions on cuddling, kissing, oral sex, sex, etc. so you will have to ask your partner how they feel about different activities. Communication is critical here. Don’t assume things on behalf of your partner. If you’re not sure of how your partner feels about something, just ask them. If they aren’t sure themselves but are okay with trying it, make sure that you stop if they indicate any level of discomfort and make the first time a learning experience to test if they like it.

What do I do if my partner does not want to have sex with me?

Communication can help ease many situations in which there is a difference in sexual needs. If your partner absolutely does not want to have sex, do not pressure them. Even subtle pressure can make a person feel guilty, and you do not want to emotionally manipulate your partner into having sex with you. 

If your partner is okay having sex occasionally or sometimes, you can work out a rough schedule (once a week, for example) in which both of you have your needs met. You can tell your partner to take the initiative if they are in the mood, if the mood does not strike often. Just make sure your partner is truly okay doing this and clarify any reservations they may have. Respect your partner’s right to change their mind and say no at any time. Some demisexuals who dislike sex feel obligated to have sex to please their partners, and fulfilling this perceived obligation can lead to psychological harm.

It is up to you to decide how important sex is to you in your relationship. Some people will be able to work out any differences, some people will mutually wish to open up their relationship (if it wasn’t already open), and some people will want to break up. It’s not anyone’s fault if the relationship doesn’t work out, as it just means you two aren’t compatible, and it’s okay if sex is important to you. There is no need to feel guilty about having your own desires in a relationship and ending a relationship respectfully because of sexual incompatibility is okay.






Part Three: Related Identities






Chapter 11: The Asexual Spectrum

Demisexuality is considered to be part of the asexual spectrum and is closely aligned with asexuality. Asexuality is a sexual orientation in which someone is not sexually attracted to people of any gender. Some asexuals define their orientation as feeling little to no sexual desire, which for them, may be an aspect of not feeling sexual attraction to anyone.

How are asexuals similar to demisexuals?

Asexuals and demisexuals share many of the same experiences because, for the most part, they do not experience sexual attraction. They may have similar coming out experiences and receive similar responses from people they come out to. They may face the same societal pressures to have sex before they are ready or when they don’t want to and may share the same fears about dating and sex.

How are asexuals different from demisexuals?

Asexuals generally do not experience sexual attraction, while most demisexuals do. Furthermore, asexuals, as a group, are more often sex-repulsed or sex-indifferent, according to the 2014 AVEN Community Census. Demisexuals are more likely to desire and enjoy sex than be repulsed by or indifferent to sex. 

Am I demisexual or am I asexual?

Some people wonder if they could be demisexual but just haven’t formed a close enough emotional bond with someone to find out. While everyone should use the label they personally feel is best to describe themselves, most people who do not experience sexual attraction and have never experienced it identify as asexual. People who have experienced sexual attraction after forming an emotional connection generally identify as demisexual.

There are a couple of exceptions. Some asexuals who have only ever experienced sexual attraction to one person might identify as an asexual with an exception. That person is an exception in their overall pattern of not experiencing sexual attraction. In other cases, someone might choose to identify as both demisexual and asexual because they generally don’t experience sexual attraction, with one exception, which happened only when they formed an emotional connection with the person.

What is gray asexuality?

The asexual spectrum has asexuality on one end and non-asexuality on the other. Anyone in between might consider themselves gray asexual. The label is meant to be a catch-all for people who identify strongly with asexuality, more so than other sexual orientations, but do not feel that “asexual” is the most accurate label for them. There are hundreds of possible reasons that someone might identify as gray asexual. Some of the more common ones are: experiencing sexual attraction but having little to no desire to act on it, experiencing sexual attraction infrequently, weakly, or towards few people, experiencing sexual attraction only under specific circumstances, or being unsure of whether or not what you are experiencing is sexual attraction.

Where’s the line between identifying as gray asexual and non-asexual?

It is up to the individual to determine where this line is, as it is not quantifiable. There’s no rule like “if you experience sexual attraction to more than six people, you cannot identify as gray asexual.” If you read about asexuality and feel like your experiences are being validated, and general identify strongly with asexuality, it is more likely that you are on the asexual spectrum than not. If you want to use the gray asexual label, you can, as long as you feel that it fits you. 

Can I be both demisexual and gray asexual?

Some people consider demisexuality to be a subset of gray asexuality because it is on the asexual spectrum. Demisexuals usually experience sexual attraction to few people and certainly experience it only under specific circumstances (these circumstances being only when there is an emotional connection). The terms are not mutually exclusive, so it is possible to identify as both demisexual and gray asexual if you feel that both terms fit you.






Chapter 12: The Aromantic Spectrum

Some demisexuals are also on the aromantic spectrum, meaning they don’t experience romantic attraction or experience it differently from most people. Aromantic and asexual communities often overlap, so if you choose to participate in an asexual community, you’ll need a quick lesson on aromanticism sooner or later.

What is aromanticism?

Aromanticism is when someone does not feel romantic attraction, just like how asexuality is when someone does not feel sexual attraction. Aromantic people may generally have a lower interest in romantic relationships and may feel alienated by romance-heavy pop culture, media, and societal expectations. They might feel other types of attraction, such as platonic and sexual, but the defining feature is that they don’t experience romantic attraction.

What is the aromantic spectrum?

The aromantic spectrum is analogous to the asexual spectrum—just swap the word “sexual” for “romantic.” On one side there are people who don’t feel romantic attraction at all, and on the other there are those who do. In between, there is demiromanticism and gray aromanticism, just like how the asexual spectrum has demisexuality and gray asexuality.

Demiromantics do not feel romantic attraction unless they have formed a close emotional bond with the person first. They receive a lot of the exact same invalidation that demisexuals do, for the same reason (ex: “but isn’t that normal?”). Many people do not understand that demiromantics are completely unable to have romantic feelings for someone until developing a certain level of emotional intimacy. While sexual and romantic orientations do not always match, some demisexuals are demiromantic, just like how some heterosexuals are heteroromantic and some homosexuals are homoromantic. 

Gray aromantics are highly varied in their experiences, just like gray asexuals, but the uniting feature is that they all identify strongly with aromanticism but don’t feel like aromantic is the most accurate word to describe them. Some examples of why someone might identify as gray aromantic include: feeling romantic attraction but having no interest in pursuing a romantic relationship, feeling romantic attraction very weakly, or feeling romantic attraction to very few people.

Could I be aromantic?

You might be on the aromantic spectrum if you don’t have or rarely have crushes, don’t care for romantic relationships, don’t understand people’s obsession with romance, can’t relate to peers who discuss relationships, can’t tell if what you’re feeling is romantic attraction, don’t have any reaction to romantic gestures, or find that the concept of falling in love doesn’t make sense to you. There are plenty of other signs, of course, and you don’t need to relate to the ones I listed to identify as aromantic, but if learning about aromanticism makes you feel like something is clicking into place, then you might just be aromantic or on the aromantic spectrum. 

Will I be alone forever if I am aromantic?

Aromantic people may feel forms of love other than romantic love and can enjoy fulfilling friendships and familial relationships. Some also choose to pursue long-term, committed, loving relationships that are not romantic in nature. These are sometimes called queerplatonic relationships. These relationships sometimes involve building a life together and/or being life partners, making them different from a close friendship. Dating is often a precursor to these types of relationships, but they can also grow organically from close friendships. In any case, an aromantic person can have any kind of relationship in their life that they choose, and they certainly need not be alone if they don’t want to be.






Chapter 13: Demisexual Intersections

Many people who are demisexual also have other identities or aspects of their life that intersect with their demisexuality in some way. Some intersections include gender identities, religions, mental illnesses, and more. Some of these affect how a person experiences demisexuality, others may be difficult to reconcile with demisexuality, and still others may have no effect. However they interact, these intersections make demisexuals a diverse group of people.

Female Gender Identity

According to the 2014 AVEN Community Census, most demisexual respondents are female. This can sometimes lead to people believing that demisexuality is how women “normally” operate. As discussed in previous chapters, this is of course, false, as most women do experience sexual attraction at a rate higher than most demisexuals. When demisexual women come out, they may have to face invalidation when people claim that being demisexual is not unusual for their gender.

Male Gender Identity

Demisexual men appear in limited numbers on surveys. One theory why is that because men are pressured by society to be sexual beings, they might be less confident about expressing their lower than average interest in sex or rate of sexual attraction. Because perceptions of demisexuality may resemble stereotypical female sexuality, men may be afraid of being labeled as “unmasculine” or “effeminate” for being demisexual. Male asexuals face the same problem. In their younger years, male demisexuals and asexuals might have faced particular difficulty relating to their peers’ sexually charged conversations. 

Nonbinary and Transgender People

Some nonbinary demisexual people, who may have diverse gender identities such as genderqueer, demigirl, androgyne, or neutrois, discovered their sexuality around the same time as their gender. Discovering one can lead to the other because the people who talk about these kinds of things are often aware of interrelated identities. 

Transgender demisexuals sometimes have additional experiences related to their demisexuality. For instance, demisexual trans people who are taking hormone treatments, especially when first starting out, might find that it affects their concept of their sexual orientation. Hormones can have an effect on libido, and, while libido isn’t the same thing as orientation, a low libido might make it difficult to tell when you are sexually attracted to someone. Alternately, having a higher than usual libido can be a confusing experience as well. Parsing new feelings that come with a transition can make it difficult to pin down one’s sexual orientation.

Gender or body dysphoria can also affect how one views their sexual orientation. Some transgender and/or nonbinary demisexuals find that their dysphoria interferes with their interest in sex, thus making it difficult to tell whether or not they are sexually attracted to someone. Regardless of any difficulties, transgender and nonbinary demisexuals are valid demisexuals.

Aromantic Spectrum

Some demisexuals are on the aromantic spectrum. The type of emotional connection that is necessary for a demisexual to feel sexual attraction can be platonic, rather than romantic, in nature. Aromantic spectrum demisexuals may find it difficult to find long-term, committed partners because they are attracted to so few people. However, with effort and fortunate circumstances, some are able to find people with whom they can build a life. These relationships take many different forms. Others are happier on their own.

Racial Identities

Asexuality and race has a tangled intersection. The intricacies are beyond the scope of this book, but basically, because of the hypersexualization or desexualization of certain groups, members of those groups may find that taking on a demisexual identity leads to complications and intertwines with their experiences of racism.

Many groups are are hypersexualized in media and popular culture, including Black, Latinx (Latino/Latina), Asian, and Indigenous people, among others. This is especially true for women of color. They may face social stereotypes and expectations that go against the reality of their demisexual experience. Some find it hard to gain acceptance or internally reconcile their identities because of the apparent contradiction.

Asian men are an example of a group that is desexualized by a history of colonialism. For them, it might be difficult to adopt an asexual spectrum identity because it might feel like fitting in with the less sexual stereotype. Some choose not to actively identify with the label because of this. In addition, many people of color face both hypersexualization and desexualization, and grapple with all of these issues simultaneously.

Religious Identities

There are a variety of questions brought up when identifying as a demisexual member of a religion. For example, for some traditional Christians, identifying as demisexual superficially resembles the edict to abstain from sex until marriage. However, the problem comes when they are encouraged to procreate. Because many demisexuals are repulsed by or indifferent to sex, they may not want to have sex to have children or to consummate their marriages. As a result, their demisexual identity may conflict with the type of lifestyle their religion prescribes. Some demisexuals may also be unable to relate to others members of their religion who find it difficult to practice abstinence, and may find that abstaining is easier for them.

Pagan demisexuals may be turned off by the references to sex in some pagan practices. Sexuality, especially female sexuality, is a large part of certain paths. Some communities and practitioners even claim that sexual rituals and practices are critical to being a faithful follower of the tradition. However, demisexuals may not be comfortable with this, bringing their religion and sexuality into conflict. Despite the focus on individuality encouraged by some paths, demisexuals may be put off and feel alienated by the overt sexuality of others.

Some demisexuals experience same gender attraction, or do not identify with heterosexuality, so they may experience conflicts with their religion in that aspect as well. Some religious communities are intolerant of anything that isn’t in line with their idea of heterosexuality, and so, some demisexuals may feel alienated despite wanting to be a good member of the religion.

Mental Illness/Disability

The process of figuring out one’s sexual orientation can be complicated by mental illness. Some demisexuals with depression, anxiety, or other mental illnesses with similar symptoms (such as Borderline Personality Disorder) may find it difficult to determine whether or not they are feeling sexual attraction. Some demisexuals with mental illness find that it changes their sexuality. They might feel that demisexual is a more accurate word to describe them after an illness develops. For example, developing depression may cause a drop in their libido that leads them to rethink their sexuality.

Demisexuals with mental illness may also experience feelings of doubt. They may wonder whether they are really demisexual underneath the mental illness, or whether the mental illness is causing the demisexuality. A psychology professional will be best equipped to help an individual determine that for themselves, but all demisexual identities are valid, so there is no problem in continuing to identify as demisexual, even if there is uncertainty.

Physical Illness/Disability

Demisexuals with physical illnesses and disabilities may face some of the same problems as those whose illnesses and disabilities are mental. In addition, they may face the stereotype of disabled people being portrayed as asexual. There can be some conflict in adopting an identity that feels in line with the stereotype. 

However, all demisexuals are individuals, and their identities are valid even if they seemingly fit a stereotype. Stereotypes are harmful, and it is not an individual’s fault that they exist. Disabled demisexuals don’t need to feel like they’re letting others down or being “bad” demisexuals simply by adopting a label that helps them understand themselves or be proud of who they are.

Autism Spectrum

Some autistic demisexuals may have similar problems to those with mental illness in recognizing their experiences of sexual attraction, because they may relate to other people differently and have different experiences of attraction, flirting, and other types of interaction. They might also be worried that their autism is “causing” their demisexuality, thus rendering it less legitimate. However, just like all other demisexual identities, autistic demisexuals are valid.






Frequently Asked Questions

Is demisexuality considered queer?

Different people have different opinions on this, so there is no consensus. Some people believe that the word queer can only be reclaimed by people towards whom it was originally used as a slur—that is, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people. Others believe that the definition of queer has expanded to include other gender identities and sexual/romantic orientations that are not cisgender, heterosexual, and heteroromantic. 

The asexual community is also split; some members consider themselves queer, while others don’t. Some asexual spectrum people consider themselves queer for another reason: because they’re transgender or they experience same gender attraction, for example. It is up to each individual demisexual to determine whether queer is a label they feel comfortable adopting.

What is the difference between sexual attraction and sexual arousal?

Sexual arousal is a physical and mental reaction to stimuli, which is usually sexual. Signs of sexual arousal include vaginas self-lubricating and penises hardening. However, arousal doesn’t always mean that the situation is sexual. Hormones and other factors may cause symptoms of arousal to appear even in nonsexual situations. Following sexual arousal sometimes leads to orgasm.

It is important to avoid confusing sexual arousal with sexual attraction. Arousal can occur when sexual attraction is not present; for example, puberty may cause penises to become erect at random times that are unrelated to anything sexual. Furthermore, sexual attraction doesn’t always mean arousal is present. Someone might find their partner consistently sexually attractive, but that doesn’t mean they are always aroused around them.

Finally, sexual arousal (and even orgasm) can occur even in cases of sexual assault, when the person is not sexually attracted to the perpetrator. Sexual arousal is simply a response to a stimulus; the genitalia decide that the situation is sexually relevant, and this may not match up with what the person is actually thinking and feeling.

Consent is separate from these experiences. They do not necessarily need to be present for consent to be given, and none of these inherently means that someone consents. Consensual behavior is based on respect and communication, not natural sexual responses or feelings.

Can I split my romantic and sexual orientations?

Many asexual spectrum people describe themselves not just as their sexual orientation, but as a homoromantic demisexual, biromantic asexual, etc. This indicates that their romantic and sexual orientations do not match, and that they experience romantic attraction differently from how they experience sexual attraction. If this distinction is important to you, you can use multiple words to describe yourself too. Alternately, you could allow your romantic orientation label to imply your sexual attraction as well; for example, a homoromantic demisexual might feel sexual attraction only to their own gender after forming an emotional bond.

Can I combine sexual orientation prefixes? Can I be demisexual and another label?

While some demisexuals are content to just describe themselves as demisexual, others prefer to add the prefix of another sexual orientation. For example, a demisexual woman who only experiences sexual attraction to other women might call herself a homodemisexual or demihomosexual. If you feel that something like this best describes you, you are welcome to combine prefixes.

You are also welcome to use multiple words, if you feel that they fit you. For example, if you feel sexual attraction to people of multiple genders, but only when you have formed an emotional connection with them, you might feel that both bisexual and demisexual are words that describe you. If this is the case, you don’t need to pick one—use both if you want to.

Can I have children as a demisexual?

Demisexuals who want children can certainly have them. Even if they don’t want to have sex, they can still adopt one of the many children who need a loving home or use clinical methods such as in vitro fertilization. Being on the asexual spectrum isn’t necessarily a hindrance to someone having the type of family they want to have.

Is it possible to become demisexual?

Yes and no. No, because you cannot choose to become another sexual orientation. Either you are demisexual, or you’re not. Yes, because a person’s sexuality can be fluid over their lifetime, and they might naturally become demisexual due to hormonal shifts, experiences, or some other factor. So yes, someone can become demisexual, but not by choice.






Glossary

ace - short for asexual.

aesthetic attraction - a desire to appreciate someone’s appearance (often by looking at them).

allosexual - a person who experiences sexual attraction, or a person who is not on the asexual spectrum.

aromantic - a person who does not experience romantic attraction.

asexual - a person who does not experience sexual attraction.

aromantic spectrum - a group of identities including aromanticism, gray-aromanticism, and demiromanticism.

asexual spectrum - a group of identities including asexuality, gray-asexuality, and demisexuality.

biromantic - feeling romantic attraction to two or more genders.

celibacy - a lifestyle choice of abstaining from sex.

demiromantic - a person who only feels romantic attraction after forming an emotional bond.

demisexual - a person who only feels sexual attraction after forming an emotional bond.

gray-aromantic - a person who identifies strongly with aromanticism, but does not identify as aromantic.

gray-asexual - a person who identifies strongly with asexuality, but does not identify as asexual.

heteroromantic - feeling romantic attraction to a gender other than one’s own.

homoromantic - feeling romantic attraction to one’s own gender.

libido - sex drive, a biological drive like hunger, which may or may not be targeted at a person.

panromantic - feeling romantic attraction to all genders/regardless of gender.

platonic attraction - a desire for friendship or a close, non-romantic relationship.

queer - can be used as an umbrella term for the entire LGBT+ community, or an identity word indicating an unspecified LGBT+ identity. Use with caution, as it has a history as a slur.

romantic attraction - a desire for a romantic relationship or romantic feelings.

sensual attraction - a desire for touching someone in a non-sexual way, such as cuddling or hugging.

sex drive - a synonym of libido, a biological drive like hunger, which may or may not be targeted at a person.

sex indifferent - being okay with sex, but also being okay without it; an attitude of indifference towards sexual activity.

sex repulsed - feeling disgusted and/or discomforted by sex and possibly also depictions of or anything related to sex.

sexual attraction - the desire to participate in sexual activity with a specific person or have sexual contact with them.

sexual desire - the desire for sexual activity, which when pointed towards a person, is sexual attraction.






Resources

Demisexuality.org
http://www.demisexuality.org


Demi Gray

A blog for demisexuals and gray asexuals.
http://www.demigray.org


The Asexuality Visibility and Education Network

The world’s largest asexuality organization, which has an active forum.
http://www.asexuality.org/home/


2014 AVEN Community Census Preliminary Findings
https://asexualcensus.wordpress.com/2014/11/02/preliminary-findings-from-the-2014-aven-community-census/


Asexuality in the DSM-V (excerpts)
http://nextstepcake.tumblr.com/post/60345690315/asexuality-in-the-dsm-5-excerpts


Asexuality Archive

In-depth information on asexuality and the asexual spectrum.
http://www.asexualityarchive.com


The Asexual Agenda

A blog covering various topics in the asexual community.
https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/


Asexuality Meetups

Meet up in person with other asexual spectrum people.
http://asexuality.meetup.com/all/


Many ways to be between

Explanation and examples of gray asexuality.
https://asexualagenda.wordpress.com/2012/08/08/many-ways-to-be-between/


The development of gray asexuality and demisexuality as identity terms
https://pianycist.wordpress.com/2013/05/08/the-development-of-gray-asexuality-and-demisexuality-as-identity-terms/


An Aromantic Primer
https://thethinkingasexual.wordpress.com/2013/02/23/an-aromantic-primer/


You might be aromantic if…
http://anagnori.tumblr.com/post/69145328274/you-might-be-aromantic-if


Scarleteen: Sex ed for the real world
http://www.scarleteen.com/


Yes, no, maybe so: a sexual inventory stocklist
http://www.scarleteen.com/article/advice/yes_no_maybe_so_a_sexual_inventory_stocklist


Resources for Ace Survivors

Provides information and support for asexual spectrum survivors of sexual violence.
http://resourcesforacesurvivors.tumblr.com/
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