Transgender Terminology


Gender: The social construction of masculinity and femininity in a specific culture. It involves gender assignment (the gender designation of someone at birth), gender roles (the expectations imposed on someone based on their gender), gender attribution (how others perceive someone’s gender), and gender identity (how someone defines their own gender). 

Sex: Refers to the physical, biological state of one’s body as male, female, or intersex. Sex can be further broken down into hormonal sex, chromosomal sex, genital sex, and primary and secondary sexual characteristics. 

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.
Queer: A term used to refer to lesbian, gay, bisexual and, often also transgender, people. Some use queer as an alternative to “gay” in an effort to be more inclusive, since the term does not convey a sense of gender. Depending on the user, the term has either a derogatory or an affirming connotation, as many have sought to reclaim the term that was once widely used in a negative way.

Intersex: A term 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.
Gender Expression: How one chooses to express one’s gender identity to others through behavior, clothing, hairstyle, voice, body characteristics, etc. 

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. 

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 transsexuals, cross-dressers, androgynous people, genderqueers, and gender non-conforming people. Transgender is a broad term and is good for non-transgender people to use. “Trans” is shorthand for “transgender.”
Gender Variant or Gender Non-Conforming: Alternative terms for Transgendered, meaning one who varies from traditional “masculine” and “feminine” gender roles.

Genderqueer: A term used by individuals, especially trans youth, who do not identify as either male or female and who often seek to blur gender lines.

FTM or F2M: Also known as transgender man or transman. A female-to-male transgender person, or a transsexual man. Some transsexuals reject this terminology, arguing that they have always been male or female, and are only making that identity visible. Others feel that such language reinforces an either/or gender system. 

MTF or M2F: Also known as transgender woman or transwoman. A male-to-female transsexual, or a transsexual woman. Some transsexuals reject this terminology, arguing that they have always been male or female, and are only making that identity visible. Others feel that such language reinforces an either/or gender system. 

Cross-Dresser: A term for people who dress in clothing traditionally or stereotypically worn by the other sex, but who generally have no intent to live full-time as the other gender. 
Transvestite: A term for a cross-dresser that is considered derogatory by many.
Sex Reassignment Surgery (SRS): Surgical procedures that change one’s body to conform to a person’s gender identity.  These procedures may include “top surgery” (breast augmentation or removal) and “bottom surgery” (altering genitals).  Contrary to popular belief, there are many different surgeries that may be undertaken to transition (preferred term to “sex change surgery”).

Transitioning:  The period during which a person begins to live as their new gender.  It may include changing one’s name, taking hormones, having surgery, and altering legal documents.

Transsexual: A person whose gender identity is different from their assigned sex at birth.  Transsexuals often undergo hormone treatments and sex reassignment surgery to align their anatomy with their core identity, but not all desire or can afford to do so.

Two Spirit: An American Indian/First Nation term for people who blend the masculine and the feminine.  It is commonly used to describe individuals who historically crossed gender boundaries and were accepted by American Indian/First Nation cultures (preferred term to “berdache”).  It is also often used today by transgender and sometimes gay, lesbian, and bisexual American Indians to describe themselves. 

Drag Queen: generally used to accurately refer to men who dress as women (often celebrity 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.

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