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Affectional orientation: A term often used alongside or in place of sexual orientation to indicate 

that "sexual" attraction is only one factor in a person's sense of attraction to another person. 

Affectional orientation highlights the emotional components and desires for connection that are 

an important part in a person's sense of romantic attraction to another person. Everyone has one 

of these. 
 

Ally: Typically, the designation given to people who identify as "straight" and/or gender 

conforming but who support equality and justice for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 

queer people. Being an ally is not an identity (like lesbian and gay); it is an action. 

 

Gender identity: A person's social, psychological, spiritual, and behavioral experience and 

expression of "gender" as male, female, both, or neither; or those for whom gender is 

experienced in a more fluid state not captured by the male/female binary.  

 

Gender expression: The public cues and symbols that a person uses to communicate a gendered 

presentation, including such things as dress, mannerisms, behaviors, communication styles, and 

so on. A person's gender expression or gender presentation may not match the person's gender 

identity, as when a transgender person enacts a gender expression or presentation that is 

congruent with the gender assigned at birth, rather than the person's deeply felt sense of gender 

identity, which may be different from the gender assigned at birth. 

 

Sex: This term is typically used to describe someone's biological gender status assigned at birth 

as male, female, or intersex, whereas the term gender usually encompasses factors beyond 

biology such as emotions, attitudes, and behaviors culturally associated with a biological sex of 

male or female.  

 

Sex assigned at birth: This is the sex- usually male, female, or inter-sex, that a doctor assigns to 

you at birth by looking at your genitalia. But one's sex assigned at birth isn't always descriptive 

of how one's gender identity will develop in life.  

 

Sexual identity: Sometimes used interchangeably with "sexual orientation" sexual identity 

describes one's self-identification in terms of sexual and affectional orientation and experience 

and attraction.  

 

Sexual orientation: This term describes a person's primary attractions and desires for physical, 

sexual, spiritual, or emotional intimacy.  Sometimes, "sexual orientation," "affectional 

orientation," and "sexual identity" are used interchangeably.  

 

Agender: Term typically used by people who do not identify with any gender or gender identity. 

In other words, agender describes those who are without gender or who are gender neutral. 

 

 



Bigender: Term typically used by people who identify with two different genders or gender 

identities (typically male and female, but not necessarily). These identities can be held 

simultaneously or they may shift at different times, as in the case of genderfluid people (see 

below).  

 

Cisgender: This term was created to describe the experience of people whose gender as assigned 

at birth matches their bodily presentation of gender and their own psychological and spiritual 

sense of gender identity. For example, if a person was biologically male at birth and the person's 

internal sense of gender as male aligns with this biological assignment, it would be appropriate to 

describe this person as a cisgender male. Prior to this term's creation, there was no term to use to 

describe the experience of people who were not transgender, transsexual, or intersex. 

 

Drag: Used to describe a person of one gender (e.g., a cisgender man) who presents in the 

clothing of another gender (a cisgender woman wearing men's clothing) should be used only to 

describe this gender presentation as it appears in a performance, typically for entertainment 

purposes (e.g., a "drag show"). It is inappropriate to describe a transgender person who is 

presenting in the clothing of one's gender identification as being in "drag." Performing in drag 

has no necessary relation to one's sexual orientation or gender identity but is, instead, a gender 

performance. 

 

Gender normative: The behavior and presentation of a person that ascribes to culturally assigned 

norms for living out male or female gender. 

 

Genderfluid: This term describes those whose gender or gender expression shifts between 

masculine and feminine. This shifting may occur in the ways they publicly present themselves in 

dress, appearance, or expression, or in the way they identify their gender to others. 

 

Genderqueer: Often a self-descriptor for people whose internal sense and external expression of 

gender "transgresses" or challenges or moves beyond categorizations like male and female and 

who live against culturally assigned norms of the male/female gender binary.  

 

Intersex: People whose physical, hormonal, or chromosomal sex characteristics at birth do not fit 

neatly into the categories of either male or female but are ambiguous at birth. 

 

Nonbinary (gender): This term is descriptive of those who do not identify with the strict 

male/female gender binary. It may mean that they do not identify as gendered at all, as in the 

case of agender people (see above); that they identify with both genders, as in the case of 

bigender people (see above); or that they identify their gender identity as somewhere in between 

or beyond the male/female binary altogether.  

 

Transsexual: Refers to people who identify as the "opposite" sex to that which the person was 

assigned at birth. This term is sometimes used to describe people who desire to change bodily 

characteristics through surgical or hormonal treatments in order to achieve a closer match 

between bodily appearance and psychological/spiritual gender identity. This term is often 

implied as a subset of people within the broader transgender umbrella. 

 



Transvestite: An outdated term used to describe persons who engage in cross-dressing. This term 

should never be used to describe a transgender person. 

 

Two-spirit: This term is used by some Native Americans to describe intersex, transgender, or 

other gender-variant people for whom "male" and "female" gender identities are integrated into 

one person. 

 

Asexual: Used to describe a person who does not experience sexual attraction in any regard 

(straight, gay, or bisexual sexual attraction). This should not be used to designate someone who 

chooses celibacy (abstinence from sex as a lifestyle, but instead indicates people who simply do 

not experience sexual attraction as a part of their human experience. 

 

Bisexual: People who experience sexual and emotional attraction directed toward both men and 

women. This term speaks only to a person's sexual and affectional attraction, and not to how this 

attraction is expressed in relationships. For example, a bisexual man may be partnered to another 

man or married to a woman, but still experience sexual and affectional attraction to both men and 

women. 

 

Demisexual: Sometimes used to describe people who do not typically experience strong sexual 

attractions, with the exception of the sexual attraction experienced on rare occasions to persons 

with whom a demisexual person feels a strong emotional bond. Emotional intimacy and bonding 

is the primary component of a demisexual person's sense of attraction to others, primary over 

other factors, like physical attraction. 

 

Pansexual: Term descriptive of people who experience sexual or affectional attraction to persons 

of any gender identity or sex. Typically, people who use this term as a self-descriptor reject the 

notion of a binary gender division between male and female and view gender as a more complex 

or fluid experience. 

 

Queer: The most common use of queer is as an all-encompassing term inclusive of anyone who 

lives outside of heterosexual and gender-conforming norms. So queer is often used to mean 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and so on. But queer also has a more radical meaning, 

especially in academic literature, as a term that challenges the notion that sexual and gender 

experiences can be neatly 'categorized and understood in the fixed, static, and scientifically 

driven manner we have typically attempted to use in describing these aspects of human 

experience. 

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Other Terminology: 

 

Closeted: A term used to describe a person who is actively hiding one's own sexual/affectional 

orientation or gender identity from others (e.g., "She is 'in the closet' about her lesbian identity.")  

 

Coming out: A term used to describe a person's process of coming to self-acceptance regarding 

one's sexual orientation or gender identity and, often subsequently, making one's sexual 

orientation or gender identity known to others. 



 

Gender: This term encompasses factors beyond biology in relation to the presentation of a male 

or female identity; factors such as emotions, attitudes, and behaviors culturally associated with a 

biological sex of male or female. This term differs from the term sex, which usually refers to the 

biological components (e.g., hormones, genetics, anatomy) of a male or female or intersex 

identity.  

 

Cross-dressing: A cisgender man wearing the clothing of and presenting as a woman or a 

cisgender woman wearing the clothing of and presenting as a man. It is inappropriate to use the 

term "cross dresser" or "cross-dressing" when referring to a transgender person who is presenting 

in the attire of the individual's sense of gender identity and expression. Cross-dressing is done 

more episodically and for a variety of purposes (e.g., for entertainment in "drag shows"), 

whereas transgender persons are not dressing across gender lines, but are actually presenting as 

the gender they experience as congruent with their deepest psychological, physical, and spiritual 

sense of self.  

 

Latinx: Instead of Latino (masculine) or Latina (feminine), "x" makes this a gender-neutral term 

inclusive of persons whose gender is not definable by the male/female binary (e.g., agender, non-

binary, genderqueer, and genderfluid people). 

 

Transgender: People whose psychological and spiritual sense of gender differs from the social 

and cultural expectations attached to the biological/physical sex characteristics with which they 

were born (i.e., their "sex assigned at birth",; see above). Terms sometimes used to denote a 

transgender person's experience are "male-to-female" (MTF) and "female-to-male" (FTM). It is 

important to note that the general preference is for use of the adjective form of transgender or 

trans to describe a person's gender identity, rather than to use the term as a noun (e.g., saying, 

"He is a transgender man," rather than, "He is a transgender" or "He is transgendered"). It is not 

preferable to use the term with an added "_ed" ("transgendered"). At the time of this writing, the 

general preference is shifting toward the simple term trans rather than transgender. 

 

Transition: A term used to refer to the process that a transgender or transsexual (see below) 

person undergoes to alter one's birth sex to align with one's gender identity. This may include 

any number of a variety of processes, including altering one's gender expression through choice 

of dress, mannerisms, behaviors, and so on; changing one's name on legal documentation; 

undergoing hormone therapy; and, occasionally, having sex-reassignment surgery to surgically 

alter one's anatomical sex characteristics. It is important to note that sex-reassignment surgery is 

often not a part of a transition process for a transgender person; it is only one possible step that a 

person may choose to take in living out one's transgender gender identity. The term transition is 

preferable over other terms like "sex change." 

 

Transphobia: The irrational fear of transgender persons.  

 

 

Down-low: Used especially in African American communities, this term is sometimes used to 

describe men who present publically as heterosexual (straight), but whose sexual preferences and 



practices are for sex with other men. This term is not typically used as a self-descriptor and is 

often used with a negative connotation. 

 

Gay: The most common term, at present, for same-sex attracted persons. This is typically used in 

reference to same-sex attracted men, with "lesbian" used for same-sex attracted women. 

However, in popular speech, "gay" is often used to mean same-sex attracted people in general. 

 

Heterosexual: People who experience their sexual and emotional attraction directed toward 

persons of the presumed "opposite" gender (i.e., men who are attracted to women and women 

who are attracted to men). 

 

Heterosexism: In contrast to the term homophobia (see below), hetero-sexism is less about "fear" 

of queer people but instead points toward prejudice--both individual and societal- against 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer people, and to the social experience of injustice and oppression 

experienced in relation to this prejudice. 

 

Homophobia: The irrational fear of lesbian, gay, and bisexual persons.  

 

Homosexual: Historically, this term was used in positive and negative ways to speak of those 

who experience sexual and emotional attraction to persons of the same sex (i.e., gay and lesbian 

people). Largely, homosexual is no longer used as a term of self-identification for lesbian and 

gay people. It has a cold, clinical ring and is now typically used only by those who hold non-

LGBTQIA affirming theological positions (e.g., practitioners of "ex-gay" ministries). 

 

Lesbian: Women who experience their sexual and emotional attraction directed toward other 

women. 

 

Same gender loving: In many African American contexts especially, this term can be preferred in 

place of the terms gay or lesbian (see above).  

 

Straight: Another, more commonly used, term for heterosexual (see above).   

 

Anyone who has learned a new language knows that you have to practice in order to keep up 

your skills. The same is true for keeping up your language on sexual orientation and gender 

identity. While the need for practice when learning a new language is to avoid forgetting the 

vocabulary and grammar skills you've learned, the need for keeping up your LGBTQIA language 

skills is due to the fact that the language keeps changing. 

 

For example, some years ago, homosexual was the commonly used term for gay and lesbian 

people. Now, homosexual has a cold, clinical ring to it and is more frequently used by those who 

hold negative views about gay and lesbian people. It often carries a derogatory connotation in 

contemporary contexts. In the 1970s, queer would have been a term of derision, used abusively 

to harass gay people. Today, you may know people who proudly identify as queer. Perhaps the 

most important lesson is this: language continues to shift and change. 


