Some Definitions for the LGBTQ Community (and Allies)*

Bi-gendered: One who has a significant gender identity that encompasses both genders, male and female.  Some may feel that one side or another is stronger, but both sides are there.

Bisexual: Type of sexual orientation in which a person is emotionally, socially, and perhaps sexually attracted to either sex.

Coming Out: The process by which a person begins to self-identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, transsexual, or queer.  Coming out can happen over a long or short period of time and at different levels (i.e. a person may be out to their friends, but no to their family).

Cross-dresser: A term for people who dress in clothing traditionally or stereotypically worn by the other sex, but who generally have no intention to live full-time as the other gender.

Drag King: used to refer to women who dress as men for the purpose of entertaining others at bars, clubs, or other events.

Drag Queen: Used to refer to men who dress as women for the purpose of entertaining others at bars, clubs, or other events.  It is also used as slang, sometimes in a derogatory manner, to refer to all transgender women.

FTM: “Female-To-Male,” meaning a person who was assigned female at birth, but now identifies and lives as a male.  Also known as a “transgender man.”

Gay: A man who is emotionally, socially, and sexually attracted to other men.  May be the preferred self-identifier for many homosexual men and women and is often a term used to describe the LGBT community.  Some men who have sex with men do not identify as gay.

Gender: A social construct.  In Western culture, it is typically divided between men and women/masculine and feminine.  Behavior, appearance, and societal roles are defined for each gender.  For most people, gender is their sex made visible.

Genderqueer: A term used by some individuals who identify as neither entirely male nor female.  Genderqueer is an identity more common among young people.
Gender Expression: How a person represents or expresses one’s gender identity to others, often through behavior, clothing, hairstyles, voice, or body characteristics.

Gender Identity: An individual’s internal sense of being male, female, or something else.  Since gender identity is internal, one’s gender identity is not necessarily visible to others.

Gender Non-conforming: A term used for individuals whose gender expression is different from the societal expectations based on their assigned sex at birth.

Hermaphrodite: Considered a derogatory term, referring to a person who is intersex.

Heterosexism: Belief that heterosexuality is superior or more valid than other sexual orientations.  Gives people who follow more culturally traditional heterosexual lifestyle greater power, as well as increased opportunities for legal, medical, and economic social privilege, assistance and status. 

Heterosexual: Type of sexual orientation in which a person is emotionally, socially, and perhaps sexually attracted to the opposite sex (males attracted to females, females attracted to males).

Homophobia: Irrational fear and hatred of homosexuality and anyone who identifies as anything other than heterosexual.  Can often be internalized by someone who is having difficulty with his/her own gay, lesbian, or bisexual orientation.  A direct result of heterosexism.

Homosexual: Type of sexual orientation in which a person is attracted to the same sex (males attracted to males, females attracted to females).  A term originally used by the medical community to “diagnose” people who were not heterosexual.  Considered a derogative term to some people who prefer the terms “gay”, “lesbian”, or queer”.  

Intersex:  A term that is used for people who are born with external genitalia, chromosomes, or internal reproductive systems that are not traditionally associated with either a “standard” male or female. 

Lesbian: A woman who is emotionally, socially, and sexually attracted to other women.  Preferred self-identifier for many homosexual women.  Can also refer to the community and culture of women who love/are attracted to other women.

LGBT: Common abbreviation for (L)esbian, (G)ay, (B)isexual, and (T)ransgender.  Often also abbreviated GLBT, but letters could appear in any order.

MSM: Men who have Sex with Men, but who may not identify as gay.  An abbreviation created by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to address the needs of HIV prevention programs in reaching this population.

MTF: Male-To-Female, meaning a person who was assigned male at birth, but now identifies and lives as a female.  Also known as a “transgender woman.”

Passing: A term that is used by people who are transgender to mean that they are seen as the gender by which they self-identify.  For example, a transgender man (born female) who most people see as a man.

Queer: An umbrella term used for anything not heterosexual.  Historically it has been considered derogatory; however, the term has recently been reclaimed by some LGBT people as a preferred self-identifier as well as an adjective (i.e., Queer Politics, Queer Studies).  Some people self-identify as “queer” who do not identify as L, G, B, or T.  Due to the stigma, some LGBT people do not like the term Queer.

Sex: 1. Verb: Consensual, intimate physical contact between adults.   2.  Noun: Biologically based and socially constructed determination of a person’s label of “female” or “male.”  Often based on a doctor’s visual assessment of a baby’s genitalia.

Sexual Orientation: A term describing a person’s attraction to members of the same sex or different sex.  Usually defined as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or heterosexual.

Sex Reassignment Surgery: Surgical procedures that change one’s body to make it conform to a person’s gender identity.  This may include “top surgery” (breast augmentation or reconstruction) or “bottom surgery” (altering genitals).  Contrary to popular belief, there is not one surgery; in fact there are many different surgeries.  “Sex change surgery” is considered a derogatory term by many.

Straight Ally: Someone who is not LGBT, but advocates for the fair treatment of individuals who are.

Transgender: An umbrella term for people whose gender identity, expression or behavior is different from those typically associated with their assigned sex at birth, including, but not limited to individuals who are transsexual, cross-dressers, individuals who are androgynous, genderqueer, and people who are gender non-conforming.   Transgender is a broad term and is usually good for providers to use.  It is important to keep in mind that not all people who might fit under this umbrella will self-identify as transgender.

Transgender Man: A term for an individual who is transgender and currently identifies as a man (see also FTM).

Transgender Woman: A term for an individual who is transgender and currently identifies as a woman (see also MTF).

Transition: The period during which a person begins to live as their new gender.  Transitioning MAY include changing ones name, taking hormones, having surgery, or changing legal documents (e.g. driver’s license, Social Security number, birth certificate) to reflect their new gender.  This process can take 5 years or more.

Transsexual: A term for people whose gender identity is different from their assigned sex at birth.  Often, but not always, individuals who are transsexual alter their bodies through hormones or surgery in order to make it match their gender identity.

Transvestite: A term for a cross-dresser that is considered derogatory by many. 

Two-spirit: The definition of a person who is two-spirited varies across the Native American cultures in which they appear.  In general, individuals who are two-spirited are born one sex, and end up fulfilling the roles assigned to both sexes, or other roles reserved for an individual who is two-spirited.  Some people consider two-spirit a term that can refer to people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender, while others think it is best used only for individuals who are transgender.  

* Compiled from the Wingspan Anti-Violence Project and Transitioning Our Shelters published by the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy Institute; National Coalition for the Homeless


