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A Love Without a Name: Examining the Language of 
Sexuality, Attraction, and Meaningful Connection Through an 
Aromantic and Asexual Lens 

Ginger Heath 

While the English language’s ability to describe love and attraction has grown immensely in the past two 
centuries, many identities have struggled to find a place within the system of sexuality. Those who experience a 
lack of sexual or romantic attraction often find themselves within a linguistic limbo, lacking the distinction of a 
name while still facing very real barriers to communication within their relationships. The mainstream language 
surrounding meaningful human connection places an emphasis on sex and romance, failing to acknowledge 
the important relationships that can exist outside these two concepts as anything other than “friendship.” In 
rebellion of this invisibility, new vocabulary has been developed to better describe non-normative bonds and 
orientations. This essay follows the language of love and attraction from the late 1800s to present, highlighting 
aromantic and asexual perspectives and illustrating just how powerful a name can be. 

In Lord Alfred Douglas’ 1894 poem Two Loves, the 
narrator is approached by two youths in a heavenly 
dreamscape. One is “fair and blooming” who sings of 
“joyous love of comely boy and girl” (Douglas 42, 44); 
the other is “sad and sweet” with eyes “strange with 
wondrous brightness,” whose beauty and sorrow moves 
the narrator to tears (Douglas 52, 53). When prompted, 
the second youth says his name is Love. The first then 
proclaims, “ ‘He lieth, for his name is Shame, / But I 
am Love . . . I am true Love, / I fill the hearts of boy 
and girl with mutual flame.’ ” The second responds, 
“ ‘Have thy will, / I am the Love that dare not speak 
its name’ ” (Douglas 68-74). He speaks of a love that 
remains unarticulated, undefined; it is condemned to 
shamefulness because it has only been conceptualized 
as a twisted deviation from what is real and valuable. 
By equating the spoken word to the societal recognition 
of validity—rather than validity itself—Douglas implies 
that a love that dares not speak its name is no less true 
in its silence. The word “homosexual” had only been in 
use for fifteen years at the time of this poem’s publication 
(Stack). Even while nameless, various acts of same-sex 
love had been criminalized under British law since 
the sixteenth century (Macleod 356). Following the 
publication of Douglas’ Two Loves, “the love that dare 
not speak its name” became a recognized Victorian-era 
euphemism for homosexuality (Tearle). 

In an essay on asexuality and its place among other 
sexual orientations, queer researcher CJ DeLuzio Chasin 
explores the birth of sexualities in the English language. 

In mid-nineteenth century Europe, an argument had 
formed around whether homosexuality should be seen 
as “chosen and therefore morally deficient” or “inborn 
and therefore neutral and worthy of protection” 
(Chasin 211, 212). Homosexuality’s decriminalization 
was impeded by the lack of terminology for same-sex 
attraction, characterizing homosexuality as a deviation 
from heterosexuality rather than a distinct concept. 
Opposite-sex attraction was culturally validated as both 
the default and the moral standard, with the privilege 
of not needing a name because it could be recognized 
by face alone. Conversely, same-sex love was a stranger 
recognized only by those already familiar with it; the lack 
of a name only served to further strip away its legitimacy. 
The terms “homosexuality” and “heterosexuality” were 
coined in 1879, naming the faces on both sides of the 
argument through the lens of sexual desire (Stack). 
With this new vocabulary, homosexuality could now be 
defined as “parallel in nature” to heterosexuality, rather 
than a chosen deviation (Chasin 212). 

Sexualities assume several things: the presence of sexual 
attraction, the implication of romantic attraction, and 
the singular object of both. These assumptions fail to 
describe situations in which the object of attraction 
differs between the romantic and the sexual. From 1864 
to 1880, German researcher Karl Heinrich Ulrichs 
developed a now-extinct vocabulary to conceptualize 
male desire. This was meant to satisfy the need 
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for “positive vocabulary” to describe people like himself 
who diverged from the norm (Brooks 182). One such 
term, “uranodionism,” refers to concurrent same-sex 
and opposite-sex attraction. Ulrichs splits uranodionism 
into two categories: “conjunctive” and “disjunctive” 
(Brooks 183). Conjunctive uranodionism describes 
concurrent romantic and sexual attraction toward both 
men and women, aligning with the modern definition 
of bisexuality. Disjunctive uranodionism refers to 
same-sex romantic attraction alongside opposite-sex 
sexual attraction, which cannot accurately be described 
as bisexuality because both attractions are not 
experienced toward the same demographic (“Splitting 
Attraction”). Ulrichs’ work became a vital tool to those 
previously incapable of conceptualizing their desire as 
anything other than a twisted variant of heterosexuality. 
One such man writes that for him, these terms were 
ultimately “salvation,” connecting him to a network of 
other men experiencing same-sex attraction. Strangers 
became friends. He rejoices in the knowledge that his 
sexual desire was “determined by nature” rather than 
an “aberration” (Stack). When an experience can only 
be described comparatively, it is denied its true societal 
value. Ulrichs’ work illustrates the validation to be 
found in establishing new vocabulary to better describe 
oneself. 

A century after Ulrichs, researchers were still attempting 
to differentiate between romantic and sexual attraction 
in both language and life. In the 1999 foreword to her 
1979 book Love and Limerence, American psychologist 
Dorothy Tennov sums up the prevailing ideas on 
romantic desire: 

The illustrious and influential Sigmund Freud 
dismissed romantic love as merely sex urge 
blocked. Pioneer sexologist Havelock Ellis 
provided his famous and entirely incorrect 
mathematical formula [for a romantic 
relationship]: sex plus friendship. (It seems to 
be neither.) … Theodore Reik asserted that sex 
and love are quite different, although the usual 
interpretation of Freudian concepts is that they 
are fused. Psychoanalyst Robert Seidenberg 
comments that the only similarity he could 
think of is that neither makes sense. (5) 

In her book, Tennov explores how romantic attraction 
can manifest as a cognitive state she dubs “limerence.” 
Most are familiar with the symptoms: the butterflies, the 

jealousy, the desire to admire and be admired, the state 
of being in love whether requited or not. She writes, 
“the expression ‘thinking of you’ fails to convey either 
the quantity or quality of this unwilled mental activity. 
‘Obsessed’ comes closer but leaves out the aching” 
(Tennov xiii). When building a relationship, limerence 
prioritizes “emotional commitment” above “physical 
union,” deviating from other sex-central theories of the 
time (x). 

In her research, Tennov also stumbled upon those 
who did not experience romantic desire, who she 
called “nonlimerents.” While these participants may 
still encounter sexual attraction and/or be engaged 
in a committed partnership, they could not relate to 
Tennov’s descriptions of infatuation. These interviewees 
welcomed the label of nonlimerent, “happy to accept 
their status once they had been given words in which to 
describe it.” (117). For both Ulrichs’ men and Tennov’s 
nonlimerents, experience-specific language offer 
comfort, clarity, and community. 

Many of Ulrichs’ terms equate to sexualities in 
today’s terminology. Such is the case for conjunctive 
uranodionism, which can be equated to bisexuality. 
Disjunctive uranodionism, samesex romantic and 
opposite-sex sexual attraction, cannot be neatly 
described as bisexuality because this would require 
the separation of two “inseparable” concepts, sex 
and romance. Sexualities lack this distinction; sexual 
attraction is explicit in the title, and romantic attraction 
is seen as implicit in wanting sex. 

Posters on a 2005 thread from an Asexuality Visibility 
& Education Network (AVEN) forum discuss ways to 
describe two groups: asexual people who still experience 
romantic attraction, and people for whom the objects 
of sexual and romantic attraction are different. At the 
time, individuals who experienced neither sexual nor 
romantic attraction were referred to in the AVEN 
community as asexual-asexual (a-a) to signify the 
absence of two distinct types of attraction. The original 
poster of this thread toys with the idea of a two-part 
label that allows for mixing and matching the attraction 
and the object. For those who had identified with 
disjunctive uranodionism over a century beforehand, 
their experience of attraction could now be named 
using the descriptor “heterosexual homoromantic.” 
Posters on the thread use their new system to establish 
the concept of aromanticism, matching the “a-” prefix 
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to the “-romantic” suffix to denote a lack of romantic 
attraction (“Relationship Definitions”). After 25 years, 
Tennov’s nonlimerence had finally been given a modern 
equivalent. 

Within the context of attraction and sexuality, 
orientations that experience a partial or total lack of 
attraction, such as asexuality and aromanticism, can be 
considered to fall on the a-spectrum. Any orientations 
outside that definition fall on the allo-spectrum, a 
collective term used to easily reference all people who 
fully experience attraction. In a culture permeated by 
allo-spectrum expectations, a-spectrum individuals 
must often challenge cultural norms built around 
desires they do not experience. 

Sexual attraction has been — and continues to be — 
seen as a universal characteristic. Sexualities entered 
the English language at a time when sexual attraction 
was the only identifiable preference to be described. 
In Tennov’s 1999 Love and Limerence foreword, she 
contends that when someone feels limerence it is always 
accompanied by sexual desire (Tennov x). The notion 
that romantic desire does not exist separate from sexual 
attraction has remained deeply entrenched in how we 
talk about love and attraction. 

Likewise, romantic attraction and an accompanying 
desire for a romantic relationship are often inadvertently 
assumed to be universal. In 2012, Dr. Elizabeth Brake 
of Rice University coined the term “amatonormativity” 
to refer to the implication that a romantic relationship 
in someone’s life can adequately reflect their happiness, 
progress toward goals, or overall character. In her book 
Minimizing Marriage, Brake defines amatonormativity 
as a “disproportionate focus on marital and amorous 
love relationships as special sites of value [in one’s life].” 
This manifests as a widespread cultural assumption 
that romantic partnerships are a “universally shared 
goal” and ought to be “aimed at in preference to other 
relationship types.” Two amatonormative phrases she 
cites are  

“‘She hasn’t found the one . . .yet’ or ‘aren’t you lonely/ 
immature/irresponsible because you are not married/ 
partnered?’” (“Amatonormativity”). The central theme 
is that any “valuable relationships must be marital 
or amorous,” which “devalues friendships and other 
caring relationships” and perpetuates a narrative 
equating happiness and fulfillment to the romantic 

bond (Minimizing Marriage 88, 89). This idea can 
be especially harmful to a-spectrum individuals, who 
may derive the most satisfaction from platonic love, 
living alone, or non-normative relationships. When 
meaningful connection is assumed to only occur in 
a romantic and sexual context, nonromantic love is 
treated as though it is not true enough, deep enough, 
committed enough, or valuable enough to support a 
person’s emotional well-being in any significant way 

One manifestation of amatonormativity is known 
as the “audience challenge.” This term refers to two 
assumptions: that some friendships must be romantic, 
and that some strong platonic bonds must be 
steppingstones to romance. The audience challenge can 
manifest as heavy scrutiny of the relationship, onlooker 
suspicion of romantic or sexual intent, and intrusive 
commentary about the “true” nature of the friendship. 
Cross-sex (male-female) friendships experience the 
audience challenge most severely, which culminates 
in a social pressure to admit the assumed desire for a 
romantic relationship. The frequency with which cross-
sex friendships perceive the audience challenge in their 
daily lives, as well as its emotional effects, are investigated 
in a study conducted by Katie Schoonover for her 
master’s thesis at Western Illinois University, under the 
direction of Dr. Bree McEwan. They found that when a 
social network failed to acknowledge the important role 
platonic intimacy can play in one’s emotional health, the 
participants of cross-sex friendships may experience a 
higher number of unsolicited comments, opinions, and 
pressures from friends and family members. 

The driving force behind the audience challenge is an 
amatonormative “hierarchy” of relationships and their 
worth, wherein society places romantic relationships in 
a position of higher value than that of platonic and other 
non-romantic bonds. Subtle traces of this hierarchy 
can be found in commonplace ways that romance is 
discussed: “more than friends” (as though “just friends” 
were somehow lesser) and the concept of the “friend 
zone,” in which romantic advances from one person 
toward another are unsuccessful. Seen as a tragic and 
unjust position, at a basic level the friend zone implies 
that the friendship was only worthwhile if it could 
eventually morph into a romantic relationship. Platonic 
love is rarely seen as an adequate source of intimacy 
and social satisfaction in a person’s life. 
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Amatonormativity alienates those who find greatest 
happiness in non-romantic connection or solitude. 
Many people in the a-spectrum community pull 
substantial love, support and fulfillment from their 
friendships, deviating from the notion that meaningful 
happiness can only occur in a romantic relationship. In 
a study scrutinizing the perceived relationship between 
love, sex, and happiness, researcher Tiina Vares 
interviews asexual individuals of various romantic 
orientations. Although some relied solely on friendships 
for interpersonal connection, they did not feel as 
though they were bypassing “ ‘real’ love and intimacy, 
and therefore unhappy” (Vares 190). One member of 
the study, Gabriella, acknowledges “a hierarchy which 
privileges sexual intimacy” so much so that the presence 
of sex is an indicator of whether a relationship can be 
considered “close and intimate.” Gabriella desires a 
partnered, non-sexual relationship, but Vares notes 
that she has “no intelligible way” to the close friends she 
would “almost count” as partners (Vares 192).  

Some nonlimerents interviewed by Tennov reference 
a desire for, or engagement in, a deep emotional and/ 
or sexual relationship despite their lack of romantic 
attraction. When one participant, Vera, is introduced to 
nonlimerence, she remarks, “This is wonderful. Now I 
know what is happening, and I can tell Barry all about 
it. Maybe that will make him leave me alone a little more 
often and not feel so bad about it. I think, from what you 
say, that he must be limerent” (Tennov 117). It would 
appear that in Vera and Barry’s relationship, there is an 
underlying expectation for her to perform the duties of 
a romantic partner. The idea of nonlimerence allows for 
both her and Barry to better understand her needs, and 
she hopes that, by giving a name to their differences, 
they will be able to live together more comfortably. 

Ella, another participant in Tennov’s study, states that 
she’d like “someone to feel affectionate toward, maybe 
sexy toward,” and she describes a close friendship with 
someone, Steve, who she had thought suitable for such 
a partnership. Their bond had turned sour when he 
expressed romantic feelings she did not—could not— 
reciprocate, despite her assumptions that if she “ever 
married anybody, it would be Steve” (Tennov 112). In 
a proposal fueled by possessive jealousy and romantic 
grandeur, Steve asked Ella to move away with him 
because he “ ‘couldn’t’ live without” her and “knew” from 
their letters that she “felt the same” (Tennov 113). Ella 
had felt betrayed that someone “safe and comfortable” 

could expect her to abandon her life just to prove a 
romantic commitment she didn’t feel. After Steve, Ella 
“often felt it necessary to discontinue seeing” potential 
partners out of the fear that emotional intimacy would 
invite the expectation of her sacrificed autonomy to 
satisfy their romantic desires (Tennov 113, 114). 

Tennov remarks what an “expert ‘player’ in the game 
of love (limerence) Ella must have seemed to Steve,” 
likening the situation to a misunderstanding perceived 
as a ruse: “The nonlimerent person who is fond of, 
affectionate toward, and attracted to you but who does 
not succumb and does not understand what you want 
therefore plays the game ingeniously and without 
artifice, because it is not a game at all” (Tennov 113). 
Ella’s platonic affection was perceived by Steve as an 
equally strong romantic desire, so she had seemed to be 
purposefully unwilling to return his interest. However, 
the “game of love” requires mutual limerence, so Ella 
is accused of withholding a romantic love she does not 
feel and therefore cannot withhold. 

These nonlimerents, Vera and Ella, were unable to 
navigate interpersonal relationships because they lacked 
the vocabulary to describe their experiences and goals. 
Vera could not communicate her inability to meet her 
partner’s needs without sacrificing her own. Ella’s hope 
for a deep, nonromantic bond was left unarticulated, 
costing her a close friend. What both participants seem 
to desire is a bond centering emotional connection 
rather than romantic love while being equivalent in 
depth, rejecting the idea that a committed partnership 
requires romance. 

In 2010, blog site Dreamwidth users kaz and melouhkia 
contribute to a conversation lamenting the relatively 
nonexistent terminology for just such a relationship. 
Phrases like “sex plus friendship” or “dating without the 
romance” fail to convey the innate worth of a deeply 
committed non-romantic relationship, and such an 
inadequacy can only be bridged by language that refers 
to platonic love directly. They suggest “queerplatonic” 
as a unique term for those types of nonnormative bonds 
that, while centering on “deep . . . emotional connection,” 
are not romantic in nature and not adequately described 
as friendship (“A/romanticism”). In a later tumblr post 
by S.E. Smith (melouhkia), queerplatonic relationships 
are defined as any non-normative bonds 
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built on “intense emotional connection” without being 
“romantic in nature,” not excluding non-romantic 
sexual intimacy or polyamorous relationships (which 
involve multiple consenting partners). The participants 
are not required to personally identify as queer because 
in this context, “queering” characterizes an effort to 
accurately representt the value of relationships that 
do not fit the “normal,” and are therefore treated as 
lesser by simply being unusual. Smith stresses that the 
“key feature” defining queerplatonic bonds is the state 
of “being deeply connected to someone, without a 
romantic element” (Smith).  

The concept of queerplatonicism has gained popularity 
over the past decade, especially with the younger 
demographic and those who frequent online spaces. 
In Vares’ study, the acronym QPR (queerplatonic 
relationship) is used by James, an 18-year-old aromantic, 
to describe “a mode of relationship he might like to 
have with another man” (Vares 192). The emergence 
of this new vocabulary has allowed James the freedom 
to articulate his objectives without first translating his 
platonic attraction into some acknowledged romantic 
or sexual equivalency. 

Participants in both Vares’ and Tennov’s studies express 
the desire for a queerplatonic relationship without the 
necessary terminology. Their inability to communicate 
is so profound that it alienates these people from 
themselves, not just from those that they care for. 
In Two Loves, Douglas writes of a love that dare not 
speak its name—one that deviates from the normal, the 
assumed, and the accepted. This love is characterized as 
shame in its silence, a nameless deviation; as such, it is 
denied a place in larger conversations about meaningful 
connection. Only through the ongoing invention and 
reinvention of language can love be named and valued 
in all its forms. 

Ginger Heath is a junior at Montana State University 
majoring in Paleontology. Their research into 
Queer linguistics has now spanned almost four 
years and began with Professor Arwen Spicer at 
Clark College in Vancouver, WA. Ginger is an avid 
French horn player and a member of the MSU 
Symphony Orchestra, the MSU Horn Ensemble, 
and the Bitterroot Brass Quintet. In their free time, 
they enjoy designing concert posters, reading about 
historic polar voyages, and rockhounding on the 
banks of the Yellowstone River. After graduation, 
Ginger hopes to attend taxidermy school. 
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