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It is not surprising, then, that in the very last minutes of the film, just as Fran-
ces’s life is falling into place and she begins to succumb to her lonely spin-
sterly lot in life as a secretary who dances on the side, Frances experiences 
this moment of great intimacy that is not “possessive” or “precisely sexual” 
with Sophie (see figure 4.1). Frances sees Sophie, and perhaps for the first 
time, Sophie sees Frances back, in a crowded room, shortly after a dance per-
formance that Frances has curated. Seeing here is a moment of being with the 
other and indulging in that togetherness—it is, in short, what we are taught 
the sex act, especially the sex act with “simultaneous orgasm,” is supposed to 
be.124 It is a moment that questions what sex and sexuality could be, “friendly 
but not chaste,” erotically charged.125 They see each other, and they are moved 
by this moment of seeing each other—across a room, segmented into different 
life spaces and times, but together, in a moment of romantic asexual attract-
ing. Frances’s perseverant asexual love for Sophie illustrates the queer and 
erotic capacities of asexuality.

Their erotic moment of gazing at each other, which viewers are invited to 
behold, provides a moment of the gaze as recognition as well as separation. 
The gaze has been theorized as a central forum through which the self learns 
of the other. For instance, Jacques Lacan proposed the gaze as a major step 
in subject formation, of recognizing oneself in the mirror as an entity apart 
and unique from others, and Frantz Fanon established the white gaze as a way 
through which whiteness establishes itself as superior.126 On one level, Sophie 
and Frances’s gaze challenges these theories of the gaze as separation since it 
is only in this moment of gazing at each other that Sophie can recognize Fran-
ces and take her as she is and that Frances achieves the erotic satisfaction she 
has been seeking from her best friend throughout the film. Frances, in short, 
both sees and is seen in this moment. On the other hand, Sophie, as success-
fully white, and Frances, as faltering in her capacity to project the good life 
of whiteness, cannot hold their gaze of recognition for long. Their gaze, while 
intensely, asexually erotic, is a gaze that can only unify them momentarily as 
life continues to flow along its individualized and heteronormative routes. 
Throughout the film, whiteness is not challenged as a position of neutrality, 
nor is a critical gaze to whiteness cultivated among audiences as the cast of 
characters is presented merely as diverse individuals rather than as variations 
of whiteness struggling to achieve the promises of the good life white middle-
classness is supposed to provide.127 Yet Frances emerges as a figure of excess, 
entangled in projects of whiteness but also in excess of them.

Frances Ha’s romantic asexual affliction for her best friend Sophie is but 
one constitutive element of her queer and untimely spinster persona. She is a 
figure of excess. Frances’s asexual perversion—her great asexual love for her 
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best friend—exists alongside her inability and unwillingness to conform to 
a life that encourages the channeling of desires into work under a capitalist 
order, into love in a reproductive order, and into the maintenance of an atom-
istic self buttressed by the hetero-coupled formation. While these markers of 
the “good life” are indeed fraying, as Lauren Berlant extrapolated, their fantasy 
still holds space in the social order.128 Whiteness, in turn, shores up as a rac-
ist practice for guarding against the perceived loss of entitlement and bounty. 
With some vestiges of white middle-class privilege, Frances struggles against 
succumbing to heteronormative rhythms but is drawn, despite herself, into a 
straight time and an expanded precarious now that is not working up to any 
projected, improved future. Frances, with her inability to get out, network, 
build projects, and with her tired attitude to the thinness of sociality under 
late capitalism—where a best friend becomes, overnight, a “three hour brunch 
friend”—ultimately fails at reproducing a chrononormative straight time.129 
She is more inclined to being itinerant, dancing in the streets, and overflowing 
with emotion than securing a sexual partnership or work-life balance. In her 
spinsterly disposition, she fails at being included into the warm glow of cou-
pled culture. Frances, dallying her way through the city’s streets and through 
her life course, demonstrates a failed approach to heteronormative success 
that is akin to the spinsters that feminist historians and literary scholars draw 
out from the archives. She exists as the excess and debris of whiteness—both 
white and superfluous to the projects of aspirational white, college-educated 
youth, which her friends are ardently upkeeping. To use Sara Ahmed’s lan-
guage, Frances is orientated “slantwise” away from what is supposed to matter 
and toward the indefinable serendipity of life.130 Frances’s desires are chan-
neled slantwise through the apparatus of attraction, as she is attracted not so 
much sexually as asexually. Her asexual attractions hint at an asexual erotics 
that are defiant of the common sexual track and its coexistence with hetero-
normativity, coitality, and chrononormativity.

Frances Ha is suggestive of a spinsterly asexual erotics of excess that rever-
berates through the psychic life of the protagonist. These erotics, crucially, are 
a queerly asexual sensation, in that they provide an erotic relational challenge 
to dominant, straight ways of life structuring. Frances’s aexual erotics chal-
lenge the sexual imperative of compulsory sexuality and the idea that happi-
ness and the good life are maintained through sexual relating. Attraction here 
does not function to channel the protagonist along heterosexual or sexual 
lines, but rather along asexual slants. Intimacy is formed, erotically, through a 
different, “slantwise” or unintelligible form of attraction.131 It is not that Fran-
ces challenges whiteness but that she is lost when it comes to upholding it or 
reaping its many privileges because she is in spinsterly excess of its coupled 
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structures. Frances Ha’s asexual erotics are that of a romantic lesbian friend-
ship, a spinster-sisterhood, Boston marriage, or those “lesbian relationships 
that are romantic and erotic, but that don’t include sexual activity.”132 Yet, inter-
estingly, Frances does not surface as “a lesbian” in the film, nor is her sexual 
orientation or gender confirmed by the directional pull of her asexual attrac-
tion. She remains unbound by sexual identities, yet highly amative—that is, 
disposed to being loving, amorous. This, of course, suggests an inadequacy in 
identificatory naming rituals. Similarly, it hints at the failure in recent years for 
“lesbian” to hold space for asexual erotics as well as the irreducibility of sexual 
identity to sexual attraction. While a figure of spinstral excess and asexual 
attracting, Frances’s love, life, and modes of relating are ultimately erratic and 
irreducible to any one identity. Through both joy and loneliness, the spinsterly 
Frances of Frances Ha provides a compelling representation of erotic models 
of aging that are asexually resonant, erotically charged, and in excess of modes 
and models of sexual identification. The spinster offers another avenue for 
thinking about asexual erotics as not lacking but as potentially excessive of 
capitalistic white structures, identity categories, and contemporary modes of 
being together.

THE QUEER ASEXUALITY OF AGING

As Shannon Bell has written: “It doesn’t matter how many years one has 
worked out, or how long and hard each time, time will get you.”133 As a queer 
feminist still touching youth and mimicking its aesthetics and implorations, 
I often slip into a disbelief of aging. While entering old age might still feel 
distant for me at an embodied level, I need only to look at my own family’s 
line of aging matriarchs to be reminded of the body’s proneness to age. Spin-
sterhood, as I have considered throughout this chapter, offers a fluid category 
with which to think queer aging on terms that make sense of both the iso-
lation of living on queer terms and the joy that fecund moments of erotic 
relating provide. In these ways, spinsterhood offers an alternative model to 
fighting desexualization and disposability than sexual celebration, asking that 
we remain open to asexual erotics.



E P I L O G U E

Tyrannical Celibacy

The Anti-Erotics of Misogyny and White Supremacy

AS I  WAS  completing work on this book, a tyrannical event befell my beloved 
city of Toronto, Ontario, which forced me to reckon with the dangerous pos-
sibilities of nonsexuality and the limits of projects for an erotic rethinking of 
sexuality. On April 23, 2018, Alek Minassian, a self-declared “incel,” or some-
one who is involuntarily celibate, drove a van on the sidewalks of the bustling 
Yonge Street and Finch Avenue intersection and down Yonge Street’s side-
walks through to Sheppard Avenue with the intent of plowing over as many 
pedestrians as possible. Killing ten and injuring sixteen people, he was appre-
hended by the police, yet the white Minassian himself suffered no injuries 
from the attack or the police, a testimony to the protection whiteness can 
offer even to the most tyrannical of attackers. While people of all genders 
were injured, information quickly leaked out that the attack was misogynist in 
nature, inspired by Minassian’s feelings of having been denied sex by women 
and his subsequent identification as an incel, an involuntarily celibate. Infor-
mation also transpired that Minassian was inspired by Elliot Rodger, who in 
2014 undertook a mass shooting targeting women at a sorority house at a uni-
versity in California. Rodger shot at the “Chads and Stacys,” or, respectively, 
those men who received sex and those women who denied him sex.1 Minas-
sian, Rodger, and others congregate in the dark corners of the internet, such 
as at Incel.me and Reddit forums, and plan, both symbolically and materially, 
of organizing “incel rebellions” that include taking down a system in which 
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women can deny sex to men and in which some men receive more access to 
sex with women than others.2

To detractors of asexuality, it would not be a far leap to conflate the sexual 
identity with the tyrannical celibacy of the incels. Yet, as I hope is clear, these 
communities have nothing to do with each other. Asexuality is widely under-
stood as a sexual orientation that does not, in most cases, mourn the loss 
of sex or sexual desire and that more broadly challenges us to unthink our 
attachments to compulsory sexuality, or, as this book has explored, the idea 
that sex and sexual desire are presumed to be natural, innate, and consistent 
for all people, and most especially for white, heterosexual, able-bodied, and 
coupled individuals. At the most basic level, on the other hand, involuntary 
celibacy suggests the reverse—that if one is not provided sex or is denied sex, 
one is incomplete, unfulfilled, and lacking. Incel rhetoric speaks acutely to the 
existence of compulsory sexuality as a system that presumes that everyone is 
sexual—that is, desiring of sex—and it also fortifies tyrannical forms of hatred 
in which, as Minassian and Rodger evince, some white cisgender heterosexual 
men assume they are entitled to an endless flow of sex from women.

What does it mean that men can feel so enraged by not being provided 
sex from women that they will kill others and themselves to take a politi-
cal stance against this denial? I would suggest that this speaks, first, to the 
entrenchment of compulsory sexuality in systems of misogyny, the very same 
misogyny that feminists of the late 1960s and 1970s set out to dismantle with 
their theorizations and applications of political asexuality, as I analyzed in the 
first chapter. Feminists and feminist groups such as Cell 16, the Young Lords 
Party, Toni Cade Bambara, Valerie Solanas, The Feminists, and The Furies, 
while articulating varying visions of political asexuality/celibacy in the context 
of the 1960s and 1970s, each responded to the oppressive conditions of het-
eropatriarchy under which sex was understood as a good that women give to 
men, and that men are entitled to receive from women. In such a system, com-
pulsory sexuality is not only the celebration of sex or sexual desire but it is the 
uneven application of this celebration—the idea that white men deserve sex 
and women owe them this sex. In their foundational understandings of com-
pulsory sexuality, these feminists, across social locations and political projects, 
all provided a deep critique of compulsory sexuality as a system within which 
gender is supported on very narrow binary terms that function to consis-
tently disadvantage women through this understanding that men are entitled 
to women. It was thus that projects of political celibacy/asexuality made sense, 
because through refusing to abide by the expectations of a gender system in 
which women owed men sex, women cultivated different forms of communi-
ties, self-knowledge, and political projects. Ever since I began reading these 
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early critiques of compulsory sexuality, I have been enamored by this feminist 
willfulness to say no as an erotic mode of world transformation in itself.

The Minassians and Rodgers, on the other hand, reflect their own tyran-
nical rebellion that is fuelled by rage at feminist projects of refusal and their 
legacies for rethinking the centrality of sex and injustice. For while perhaps 
compulsory sexuality has arguably intensified as sex has become increasingly 
tied to notions of health, wellness, and fulfillment, sex has also provided pos-
sibilities for challenging gender binaries, couple culture, and heteronormativ-
ity. And yet, is it not also telling that a denial of sex continues to wound white 
heterosexual (and cisgender) masculinity? Minassian and Rodger felt, literally, 
wounded by not being able to extract sex from women. In this sense, it seems 
that a denial of sex led to a crisis of white masculinity, which fueled tyranni-
cal rage, suggesting that compulsory sexuality is bound not only to ideas of 
men being able to expect sex from women but also to whiteness and ideas of 
white entitlement to have a life that includes abundant sex. Further still, it 
is only within a social context of compulsory sexuality that masculinity can 
feel wounded by not receiving sex. If sex was not understood as an indelible 
right, and an indelible right for white men in particular, then an absence of 
sex would not be experienced as a wounding and incel rage on these terms 
would not be conceivable.

Incel reminds us of the ways in which white masculinity, in particular, is 
wounded when it is denied what has been assumed for too long to be a birth-
right: domination, supremacy, access to other bodies for the fulfillment of one’s 
own erotics. Casey Ryan Kelly explores Elliot Rodger’s 140-page tome titled 
“My Twisted World,” a manifesto of white patriarchal supremacy grounded in 
affects of anger and loneliness.3 Without discussing the manuscript in great 
length, I want to demonstrate the way in which it speaks to the intersection 
of white supremacy, compulsory sexuality, and misogyny. In it Rodger dis-
cusses his feelings of entitlement to women, his surprise at not being desired 
by them and gaining access to them, as well as his racist outrage that a black 
acquaintance is sexually successful when he is not. Rodger writes, “How could 
an inferior, ugly black boy be able to get a white girl and not me? I am beauti-
ful, and I am half white myself. I am descended from British aristocracy. He 
is descended from slaves.”4 In this tyrannical disposition, Rodger mourns the 
way in which his imagined birthright of white supremacy is not fully realized 
because he has been denied sex by women. The girl his acquaintance loses 
his virginity to is a white blond girl, furthering Rodger’s fury. Speaking to the 
entanglement of compulsory sex with sexism and racism, Rodger expresses 
outrage at not having sex flowing in his direction, expressing his deep sense 
of being entitled to women’s bodies and also black bodies through recalling 
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practices of enslavement. In recalling slavery, he sees it as speaking to the 
worthlessness of blackness instead of the tyranny of whiteness, exonerating 
whiteness as a site of purity, good breeding, and fitness to rule. Rodger ends 
his journal planning a “Day of Retribution” as a form of punishing men who 
receive pleasure from women and women who deny him his birthright of 
pleasure. He also spares time to flesh out his deep misogyny of women as “the 
ultimate evil . . . beasts . . . a plague” who should not be able to “choose who 
to mate and breed with,” have rights, and be instead “quarantine[d] . . . in con-
centration camps” as well as eradicated.5 Both Minassian’s and Rodger’s attacks 
speak to but one example of the rage that is ignited when white masculinity 
is denied unencumbered supremacy. It is also, importantly, rooted in a colo-
nial, white, patriarchal culture that at every turn—for centuries—has validated 
men’s access to women, and white access to bodies of color.6

I want to return now to Audre Lorde’s formulation of the erotic through 
which this book is structured.7 Lorde, we can recall, positioned the erotic as 
a powerful source for addressing racism and sexism and as an energy that 
women can access toward leading more full and self-determined lives, even 
within contexts of patriarchy. The erotic provides strength and fuel for living a 
life of self-determination and satisfaction, and for challenging racism and sex-
ism at the deepest level. Lorde also warned, however, of misusing the erotic, 
of using one’s own desire for being erotically fulfilled toward the destruction 
of others. To rob another of the capacity of the erotic in pursuit of one’s own 
erotic is for Lorde a grave dysfunction characteristic of colonial, white, and 
sexist systems that treat bodies and sex as commodities to be owned. We can 
understand the actions of Minassian and Rodger in such a context. Unable to 
find erotic self-fulfillment and life satisfaction, unable to reap fully the benefits 
they felt they were owed within white patriarchal supremacy, Minassian and 
Rodger unleash terror on others.

Further still, tyrannical celibacy speaks to the odd uses and misuses of 
political theories, concepts, and terms. “Incel” itself first emerged as a term 
coined in 1993 by a queer woman intent on analyzing restrictive gender norms 
rather than as an emblem of misogyny and the “manosphere” with which it is 
associated today.8 On an even more disturbing level, much of Elliot Rodger’s 
angry tract is reminiscent of some feminist work from the 1960s and 1970s, 
which advocated for an end to compulsory sexuality. Rodger assesses that it is 
through sex that women have too much power, drawing on the sexist under-
currents of compulsory sexuality to fuel his tyrannical misogyny. In his frus-
tration with being denied sex, Rodger envisions a world in which no one will 
have sex, and “sexuality . . . must be outlawed.” For, he continues, “in a world 
without sex, humanity will be pure and civilized,” thus drawing on white dis-
courses of purity and asexuality-as-ideal toward validating his misogyny.9 
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Reminiscent especially of Valerie Solanas, Rodger’s words misunderstand 
injustice, making possible a reverse understanding of sexism and racism in 
the world as being directed against men and whiteness. In his text, Rodger 
claims frequently that he is experiencing “injustice” even while mentioning 
slavery or when providing misogynist and hateful language against women. 
Understanding injustice as a denial of birthright and entitlement of white men 
under whiteness and patriarchy, the concept of injustice becomes usurped 
from its antiracist and antisexist leanings toward serving to reestablish the 
validity of misogyny within white supremacy. The case of incel thus dem-
onstrates how white supremacists and alt-right men can mobilize language 
of injury and victimhood, as well as saviorship, misreading the historically 
grounded legacies of injustice. Political celibacy/asexuality also becomes mis-
used in tyrannical ways to justify misogyny and racism. Accidentally drawing 
on feminist political celibacy/asexuality, Rodger misattributes the injustice of 
the world to women because he experiences doubt over his white entitlement 
to bodies as unjust in itself. In these racist and sexist uses, “involuntary celi-
bacy” emerges as an anti-erotic tool intent on speaking against feminist and 
antiracist progress, building a world within which white men can continue to 
have unfettered access to the bodies of others. If anything, incel-inspired tyr-
anny demarcates the ways in which it is imperative that compulsory sexuality 
be analyzed as a site at which whiteness and patriarchy intersect. Erotics, in 
turn, inform the decentering of compulsory sexuality, challenging anti-erotic 
deployments of hatred.

Asexual Erotics is neither a definitive nor a complete exploration of what 
erotics, asexually conceived, might look like and how they might inflect our 
readings of compulsory sexuality. It is rather an exploration of capacious asex-
uality that struggles to wrest ideas of intimate relating as well as understand-
ings of feminism, queerness, and lesbianism away from sex and sexual desire. 
Compulsory sexuality has deep effects that intersect with racism, sexism, and 
ableism and that permeate the functions of these systems. On the other hand, 
as this book has explored, feminism, queerness, and lesbianism are rife with 
moments of erotic relating that are not sexual in any self-evident way but that 
rather draw on various aspects of asexuality either as an explicit critique of 
compulsory sexuality or in more subtle ways as a mode of feeling and connec-
tion. These moments and forms of erotics, as I have been exploring, provide 
avenues for envisioning worlds in which compulsory sexuality is critiqued and 
undermined—as it must be if we are to undermine tyranny in its many forms.
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