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How ought we to categorize individuals with respect to sexual orientation? It might be the case, as
Esa Díaz-León argues, that we ought to use ordinary categories such as homosexual, heterosexual,
and bisexual.2 Or perhaps, as Robin Dembroff argues, we ought to employ alternative categories
such as female-oriented, male-oriented, woman-oriented, and genderqueer-oriented.3
In this paper, I argue that the normatively important aims of LGBTQIA+ social movements
provide reason to endorse a categorization scheme that (i) includes the categories heterosexual,
homosexual, bisexual, asexual, and queer, (ii) distinguishes between attractions to sex features and
attractions to gender features, and (iii) allows an element of interpretation, such that individuals
have authority over which of their attractions (related to sex and/or gender features) matter to their
orientation.
Here’s the plan. In the first section, I’ll outline the desiderata for a theory of how we ought to
categorize individuals with respect to sexual orientation. In the second and third sections, I’ll argue
against the respective theories of Díaz-León and Dembroff. Then, in the fourth section, I’ll
explicate and defend the aforementioned categorization scheme.
1. Sexual Orientation Categorization Schemes
There are a variety of ways in which a society might categorize individuals with respect to
sexuality: queer or straight, polyamorous or monogamous, submissive or dominant. Not all
divisions with respect to sexuality, however, are divisions with respect to sexual orientation. For
example, there aren’t any (present, actual) sexual orientations which involve being attracted to
persons with red hair, musical talent, or sleekly furnished apartments. Notwithstanding the fact
that individuals are sexually attracted to persons with the aforementioned features, individuals
aren’t “red hair oriented,” “musical talent oriented,” or “sleek apartment oriented.” But there are
sexual orientations which involve being attracted to persons with particular sex and/or gender
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features.4 Following Dembroff, let’s say that – as a contingent matter in contemporary Western
societies – being attracted to persons with particular sex and/or gender features involves a sexual
orientation, while being attracted to persons with red hair involves a sexual druther, in which
druthers are “specific preferences of sexual partners within potential partners according to one’s
sexual orientation.”5
Relatedly, let’s say that an orientation categorization scheme marks the primary divisions that a
society makes with respect to sexuality. For example, a possible society that primarily divides
individuals on the basis of whether or not they’re attracted to Madonna has an orientation
categorization scheme that exhaustively includes the categories Madonna-oriented and notMadonna-oriented. Closer to home, many societies have primarily categorized individuals on the
basis of “active” or “passive” sexual role, with interesting cross-cultural variations regarding the
interpretations of these notions.6 Here it’s evident that the divisions we make with respect to
sexuality are deeply contingent. And so, our social practices of sexual categorization are open to
normative assessment and political revision.
In contemporary Western societies, the socially dominant orientation categorization scheme
primarily divides individuals on the basis of whether they’re attracted to individuals with the same
or “opposite” sex and gender features as themselves, and it exhaustively includes the categories
homosexual and heterosexual. Notice that the socially dominant orientation categorization scheme
doesn’t have a place for individuals who are attracted to both women and men. That is, it
contributes to bisexual erasure, such that bisexual experience is systematically ignored, denied, or
misrepresented. With this example in mind, it’s evident that the following question is normatively
significant: How ought we to categorize individuals with respect to sexual orientation?
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More precisely, what concepts of sexual orientation categories ought we to use? Following Ásta,
let’s say that a category is a collection of individuals that instantiate a common property.7 For
example, the category water is a collection of individuals that instantiate the property of (let’s say)
being H2O. And, following Haslanger, let’s say that concepts are “dispositions to be responsive to
differences in a particular region of possible worlds.”8 On this usage, an individual possesses a
concept of water just in case they’re disposed differently to interact with members and nonmembers of the category water. For example, individuals who possess a concept of water will
generally give thirsty terriers H2O (as opposed to tuna) and experience surprise upon seeing tuna
(as opposed to H2O) fall from the sky.
Now, there are a variety of categories associated with sexuality. For example, as noted above,
there’s a category of individuals who are attracted to Madonna. Yet, there wouldn’t be much of an
improvement with respect to coordinated activity if we came to possess a concept such that we
were disposed to differentiate between individuals who are attracted to Madonna and individuals
who are not. In contrast, it might be useful to have a concept of the category of individuals who
are attracted to women, or a concept of the category of women who are attracted to women.
With the relation between concepts and coordinated activity in mind, here I endorse an
ameliorative approach to concept choice.9 In particular, I hold that concepts of sexual orientation
categories ought to satisfy the following ameliorative desiderata:
(i)

Allow the ascription of sexual orientations to non-cisheterosexual individuals, and

(ii)

Be conducive to the constitutive aims of LGBTQIA+ social movements.10

Regarding ameliorative desideratum (i), an individual is cisheterosexual just in case they’re
cisgender and more-or-less exclusively attracted to individuals of the “opposite” sex and gender.
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With Dembroff, let’s say that cisgender individuals are individuals whose “genders are the ones
assigned to them at birth on the basis of their anatomy.”11 With this background at hand,
desideratum (i) amounts to the following: an orientation categorization scheme ought to allow the
ascription of sexual orientations to non-heterosexual persons, transgender persons, intersex
persons, as well as persons who are attracted to transgender or intersex persons.12
Next, ameliorative desideratum (ii) holds that an orientation categorization scheme ought to be
conducive to the constitutive aims of LGBTQIA+ social movements. Here the idea is that just as
universities ought to have certain aims related to research and education in virtue of being
universities, so LGBTQIA+ social movements ought to have certain aims (specified below), which
I refer to as ‘constitutive aims’. I appeal to constitutive aims – not merely actual aims – on account
of the fact that contemporary LGBTQIA+ social movements don’t always live up to the demands
of gender and sexuality justice. For example, transgender individuals are still marginalized in
contemporary LGBTQIA+ social movements. This is a historical irony, as contemporary
LGBTQIA+ social movements have roots in transgender resistance to police brutality.13 Of course,
the marginalization of transgender persons in contemporary LGBTQIA+ social movements is
morally wrong. But it’s also hypocritical. It violates the following constitutive aim of LGBTQIA+
social movements: promote the well-being of non-cisheterosexual individuals.
Perhaps controversially, I hold that the following is also a constitutive aim of LGBTQIA+ social
movements: promote queer culture. For example, consider the queer kinship practice referred to
as ‘chosen family’. In lieu of an extended anthropological description, here’s Hector
Xtravaganza’s famous description of the governing principle of the queer kinship practice: “Blood
does not a family make. Those are relatives. Family are those with whom you share your good,
bad, and ugly, and still love one another in the end. Those are the ones you select.”14 Because so
many LGBTQIA+ individuals are displaced from traditional family structures,15 queer kinship
11
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practices are especially important to the well-being of LGBTQIA+ individuals. The aim of
promoting queer culture, however, isn’t merely subsidiary to the aforementioned aim of improving
LGBTQIA+ well-being. That’s because straight culture is also harmful to many cisheterosexual
individuals, and an especially promising ameliorative strategy is gradually to bring straight cultural
practices in line with the relevant queer cultural phenomena.16 Make the world more just by making
it queer!
Now, in the service of their constitutive aims, LGBTQIA+ social movements inherit a variety of
subsidiary aims. For example, in order to advance the well-being of non-cisheterosexual
individuals, LGBTQIA+ social movements take on the subsidiary aim of securing legal protections
against sexuality-based and gender-based discrimination. Likewise, LGBTQIA+ social
movements take on the subsidiary aim of ensuring that non-cisheterosexual individuals aren’t
excluded from orientation categorizations.17 Additionally, in order to promote queer culture,
LGBTQIA+ social movements take on the subsidiary aim of creating and maintaining spaces –
including neighborhoods, bars, bookstores, and community centers – that are especially conducive
to engaging in queer cultural practices.18 With an account of the aims of LGBTQIA+ social
movements at hand, I turn to consider how various categorization schemes fare with respect to the
ameliorative desiderata. This is, in part, a contextual matter. And so, it’s important to be clear that
I’ll focus on contemporary Western contexts.
2. The Socially Dominant Orientation Categorization Scheme
The socially dominant orientation categorization scheme exhaustively includes the categories
homosexual and heterosexual. As noted above, the socially dominant orientation categorization
scheme contributes to bisexual erasure. And so, it ought to be rejected. In what follows, I’ll
consider a revised version of the socially dominant orientation categorization scheme endorsed by
Díaz-León, which is explicitly amended to include categories such as bisexual and asexual.
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As discussed in the previous section, LGBTQIA+ social movements take on the aim of securing
legal protections against orientation-based discrimination. The revised version of the socially
dominant orientation categorization scheme is conducive to this aim because it can be used to track
orientation-based discrimination. For example, consider a case in which an adoption agency denies
the application of a homosexual, bisexual, or asexual individual who wants to adopt a child. If the
individual’s heterosexual counterpart would have been selected to adopt a child, there’s evidence
that the homosexual, bisexual, or asexual individual experienced orientation-based
discrimination.19 Along these lines, categories such as homosexual, bisexual, and asexual can be
used in legal contexts to protect individuals against orientation-based discrimination.
This notwithstanding, the revised version of the socially dominant orientation categorization
scheme fails to satisfy ameliorative desideratum (i). On this point, Dembroff claims:
Confusions between sex and gender – especially with regard to sexual orientation –
regularly create difficulties for queer, gender-nonconforming, and intersex persons, as well
as their partners. How should gender-nonconforming, transgender, or intersex persons (or
their partners) describe their sexual orientations? […] The current categories of sexual
orientation offer little to no flexibility or clarity for these individuals. For these reasons,
the current categories reinforce cisnormativity as well as heteronormativity. That is,
because the current categories […] have no place at all for many transgender or intersex
individuals (or persons attracted to these individuals), they perpetuate prejudices that
sexual orientations and gender identities that do not meet standard binaries of
homosexual/heterosexual and cisgender man/cisgender woman are somehow deviant,
dysfunctional, or even nonexistent.20
Here, Dembroff provides a powerful argument that thickly-relational orientation categorization
schemes don’t allow the ascription of orientations to many non-cisheterosexual individuals.
Thickly-relational orientation categorization schemes primarily include thickly-relational
categories such as heterosexual and bisexual, in which an individual is a member of a thicklyrelational orientation category in virtue of their own sex and/or gender in relation to the sex and/or
gender of the individuals to which they’re attracted.21 For example, roughly, an individual is a
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member of the thickly-relational category homosexual in virtue of being attracted to individuals
with the same sex and/or gender as themselves. In contrast, thinly-relational categorization
schemes primarily include thinly-relational categories such as male-oriented and genderqueeroriented, in which an individual is a member of a thinly-relational orientation category solely in
virtue of the sex and/or gender of the individuals to which they’re attracted.22 For example, an
individual is a member of the thinly-relational category male-oriented solely in virtue of being
attracted to male individuals, irrespective of their own sex features. With this terminology at hand,
I understand Dembroff’s argument against thickly-relational categorization schemes as follows:23
(1) We only ought to endorse an orientation categorization scheme if it ascribes orientations
to transgender, genderqueer, and intersex individuals, as well as to individuals who are
attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals.
(2) Thickly-relational orientation categorization schemes cannot ascribe orientations to many
transgender, genderqueer, and intersex individuals, as well as to many individuals who are
attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals.
(3) Therefore, we ought to reject thickly-relational orientation categorization schemes. (1,2)
And here’s Dembroff’s reason for endorsing the second premise.
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(i)
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(ii)
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(iii)

Many individuals who are attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals
are attracted to, e.g., female men, male women, genderqueer individuals, or intersex
individuals; that is, many individuals who are attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or
intersex individuals are not members of the aforementioned attenuated set.

(iv)

Thickly-relational orientation categorization schemes cannot ascribe orientations to
some transgender, genderqueer, and intersex individuals. (i, ii)

(v)

Thickly-relational orientation categorization schemes cannot ascribe orientations to
some individuals who are attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals.
(i, iii)

Dembroff explains that the revised version of the socially dominant categorization scheme only
ascribes orientations to members of the attenuated set of individuals described in premise (i).25 For
example, consider Josephine, a female woman who is exclusively attracted to female men. On the
revised version of the socially dominant categorization scheme, Josephine isn’t heterosexual (as
she’s not exclusively attracted to male men), homosexual (as she’s not exclusively attracted to
female women) or bisexual (as she’s not attracted to female women and male men). In section
four, I’ll return to Dembroff’s argument against thickly-relational categorization schemes. Here, I
reject the revised version of the socially dominant categorization scheme because it fails to satisfy
ameliorative desideratum (i).
3. Dembroff’s Alternative Orientation Categorization Scheme
As noted above, Dembroff endorses a thinly-relational orientation categorization scheme. On this
point, Dembroff claims that they understand sexual orientation, “solely in terms of the sex[es] and
gender[s] of the persons one is disposed to sexually engage, without reference to the sex or gender
of the person so disposed.”26 Dembroff’s account of sexual orientation is generally neutral with
respect to the metaphysics of sex and gender.27 Here, I’ll consider a version of Dembroff’s
categorization scheme that includes the following categories (among others): intersex-oriented,
female-oriented, woman-oriented, and genderqueer-oriented.
To begin, note that Dembroff’s categorization scheme can ascribe orientations to noncisheterosexual individuals. For example, from the previous section, consider Josephine, a female
25
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woman who is exclusively attracted to female men. On Dembroff’s account, Josephine is femaleoriented and man-oriented. For another example, consider Dylan, an intersex man who is
exclusively attracted to female women. On Dembroff’s account, Dylan is female-oriented and
woman-oriented. Here, I agree with Dembroff that their categorization scheme is “capable of
recognizing persons outside the gender or sex binary.”28 Dembroff’s categorization scheme
satisfies ameliorative desideratum (i).
Moving to ameliorative desideratum (ii), Dembroff argues that their categorization scheme can be
used in legal contexts to protect non-cisheterosexual individuals against discrimination. On this
point, Dembroff claims:
[Concepts of thinly-relational orientation categories provide] tools for lawmakers to secure
protections for sexual orientation under pre-existing protections against gender- and sexdiscrimination [… Sexual] orientation discrimination can be easily re-described in terms
of gender or sex discrimination by holding fixed that multiple individuals share the same
sex- or gender attractions, and yet some are discriminated against simply because they have
a particular sex or gender in addition to those attractions.”29
For example, consider Chris, a female man who is exclusively attracted to female women. Suppose
that an adoption agency denies Chris’ application, and further suppose that the male counterpart
of Chris (who, let’s say, is also female-oriented and woman-oriented) would have would have been
selected to adopt a child. On Dembroff’s strategy of re-description, Chris is subject to sexdiscrimination, and he ought to be legally protected accordingly.30
I agree with Dembroff that their categorization scheme ascribes orientations to non-cisheterosexual
individuals and can be used in legal contexts to protect LGBTQIA+ individuals against
discrimination. That said, in what follows, I’ll argue that LGBTQIA+ social movements have
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strategic reason to endorse a categorization scheme that includes categories such as asexual,
heterosexual, homosexual, and bisexual. While Dembroff explicitly includes the category asexual
in their categorization scheme, they recommend that we eliminate concepts of categories such as
heterosexual, homosexual, and bisexual.31
Now, it might seem that individuals who possess concepts of categories such as female-oriented,
woman-oriented, female, and woman would more-or-less automatically also possess concepts of
categories such as homosexual. If that were the case, however, Dembroff’s claim that we ought to
eliminate concepts of categories such as homosexual while using concepts of categories such as
female-oriented, woman-oriented, female, and woman would be self-undermining. But that’s not
the case. It makes sense to claim that individuals ought to differentiate between members and nonmembers of categories such as female-oriented, woman-oriented, female, and woman without also
differentiating between members and non-members of categories such as heterosexual,
homosexual, and bisexual.32 Indeed, Dembroff speaks to this point directly; on their view, “there
are no such sexual orientations as (e.g.) ‘homosexual’ or ‘heterosexual’ [… and] there is no
distinction in the sexual orientations of (e.g.) a cisgender man and a transgender woman who both
are exclusively attracted to women.”33
Of course, eliminating concepts of categories such as heterosexual, homosexual, and bisexual
would have extremely significant political upshots. For example, Dembroff holds that the
elimination of the aforementioned concepts would do away with the separation between queer and
straight communities.34 While I agree with this counterfactual assessment, I reject Dembroff’s
proposed political strategy. Dembroff holds that in order to advance LGBTQIA+ interests, we
ought to dissolve the social significance of same-sex and same-gender attractions, such that “[t]he
statistical divide between cisheterosexuality and queer sexual orientations simply disappears.”35
At this historical moment, however, I reject such a strategy. On this point, I’m influenced by DíazLeón, who claims:
“[There is a] similarity between those people who identify as male/men and are attracted
to other males/men, and those who identify as female/women and are attracted to
females/women. And I believe that it is politically useful to have concepts that make this
31
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similarity salient since this is an important dimension of discrimination that is politically
useful to emphasize, to wit, these two communities occupy similar social positions
regarding many factors such as cultural representations, access to marriage benefits,
housing, healthcare, and so on […] And those who are either male/men and are (only)
attracted to female/women, or female/women who are (only) attracted to males/men have
some similar privileges.”36
Along these lines, I’ll argue LGBTQIA+ social movements ought to endorse a categorization
scheme that includes categories such as heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, and asexual. To
begin, I’ll argue that differentiating between heterosexual and non-heterosexual individuals is
conducive to LGBTQIA+ solidarity.
Following Tommie Shelby, let’s say that a group has solidarity to the extent that its members,
“identify, both subjectively and publicly, with each other or with the group as a whole […] share
a set of values or goals […] show loyalty to in-group members as opposed to those of the relevant
out-group [… and] trust one another.”37 Groups that sustain these features with respect to
identification, shared value, loyalty, and trust have the potential to generate significant political
power. Indeed, Shelby holds that black people, “can make progress in overcoming or ameliorating
their shared condition only if they embrace black solidarity.”38 The same point about the political
power of solidarity applies to LGBTQIA+ social movements, and so ameliorative desideratum (ii)
provides reason to distinguish individuals with respect to sexuality in such a way that promotes
LGBTQIA+ solidarity.
So, what divisions with respect to sexuality might promote solidarity among LGBTQIA+
individuals? Consider that Shelby argues that black solidarity is secured by the collective
recognition of a shared experience of racial oppression; on this point, Shelby claims: “[t]he mutual
identification among blacks – that familiar sense of ‘we-ness’ – can be rooted, in part, in the shared
experience of antiblack racism. This experience enables blacks to empathize with one another and
sometimes moves them to provide mutual support in a world that is often hostile to their
presence.”39 Following Shelby, I hold that asexual, bisexual, and homosexual individuals can
promote LGBTQIA+ solidarity by collectively recognizing a shared oppression on the basis of
36
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non-heterosexuality. 40 In order collectively to recognize that shared oppression, we need to
differentiate between heterosexual and non-heterosexual individuals; that is, we need an
orientation categorization scheme that includes the category heterosexual.
On this point, many asexual, bisexual, and homosexual individuals are already quite keen to
differentiate themselves from heterosexual individuals. Indeed, LGBTQIA+ cultures have
generated a vast array of orientation-communicating practices, ranging from the historical
handkerchief code to the linguistic dynamics involved in contemporary code-switching. These
orientation-communicating practices are often quite subtle, so as to remain invisible to potentially
hostile individuals.41 The value of in-group communication notwithstanding, I stress that we don’t
need to choose between LGBTQIA+ solidarity and mainstream social inclusion. To the contrary,
on account of its political power, LGBTQIA+ solidarity is crucial to securing equal access to
mainstream institutions. Moreover, LGBTQIA+ solidarity doesn’t preclude coalition with
cisheterosexual individuals.42 Again, here’s Shelby: “[a]lthough blacks should surely work with
antiracist nonblacks against racism and other forms of social injustice, there is no principled reason
why blacks must give up their solidaristic commitment to each other to do so.”43 LGBTQIA+
solidarity is entirely compatible with coalition between LGBTQIA+ individuals and
cisheterosexual allies, whose dedication to LGBTQIA+ social movements often emerges out of
friendship, parenthood, or a sense of justice.44
At this point, I’ve argued that LGBTQIA+ individuals can promote LGBTQIA+ solidarity by
collectively recognizing a shared oppression on the basis of non-heterosexuality. Here’s reason to
40
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differentiate between members and non-members of the category heterosexual. In what follows,
I’ll argue that in order to promote the well-being of LGBTQIA+ individuals, LGBTQIA+ social
movements also have strategic reason to differentiate between members and non-members of the
categories homosexual, bisexual, and asexual.
To begin, consider the experiences and interests of asexual individuals. For example, it’s common
for asexual individuals to experience pathologization. On this point, Mark Carrigan’s interviews
about asexual experience include testimony such as, “I thought that there might be something
wrong with me” and “I continued to wonder why I was broken.”45 Of course, asexuality is entirely
compatible with human flourishing. And the pathologization experienced by many asexual
individuals is rooted in ideology: “[the] ubiquitous affirmation of sex, its perceived normalcy and
centrality to a healthy life, can preclude self-acceptance as a culturally available option for
asexuals.”46
Now, LGBTQIA+ social movements have ameliorated the aforementioned experience of
pathologization through the cultivation of asexual community.47 For example, like many other
LGBTQIA+ organizations, NYC’s Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Community Center
hosts, “[a] support group for people who identify on the asexual and/or aromantic spectrum to
share experiences, form community and explore their concerns and feelings around society,
individuality, identity and more.”48 While this support group is open to allies and other
LGBTQIA+ individuals, it’s centered around the experiences and interests of asexual and
aromantic individuals. In order to promote the well-being of asexual individuals, then, it’s strategic
to differentiate between asexual and non-asexual individuals. Here’s reason to endorse an
orientation categorization scheme that includes the category asexual.
Next, consider the experiences and interests of bisexual individuals. For example, William Jeffries,
working with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, describes the highly-specific social
issues that bisexual individuals face with respect to the treatment and prevention of HIV/AIDS:
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Biphobia can manifest in erroneous beliefs that MSMW [men who have sex with men and
women] are closeted gay men and, particularly for black men, responsible for HIV
transmission to women. Experiencing these sentiments can contribute to social isolation
and psychological distress, which in turn may promote HIV/STI risk through substance
use, sexual risk behaviors, and avoidance of prevention services. Researchers have argued
that biphobia may explain some MSMW’s HIV testing avoidance.49
This situation calls for interventions tailored to bisexual individuals.50 Indeed, marketing
campaigns, group meetings, and counseling services sensitive to the social experiences of bisexual
men of color have produced significant, measurable improvements with respect to rates of
unprotected sex.51 Accordingly, in the context of ameliorating injustices related to the treatment
and prevention of HIV/AIDS, it’s strategic to differentiate between bisexual and non-bisexual
individuals. Here’s reason to endorse an orientation categorization scheme that includes the
category bisexual.
Above, I argued that in order to promote LGBTQIA+ solidarity and LGBTQIA+ well-being, it’s
strategic to differentiate between members and non-members of categories such as heterosexual,
homosexual, bisexual, and asexual. Accordingly, Dembroff’s thinly-relational orientation
categorization scheme faces issues with respect to ameliorative desideratum (ii).
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4. The Queer Categorization Scheme
Above, I argued against Díaz-León and Dembroff’s respective orientation categorization schemes.
So, how ought we to categorize individuals with respect to sexual orientation? Here, I argue that
we ought to endorse the Queer Categorization Scheme, which has the following features:
(a) Includes the categories heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, asexual, and queer,
(b) Distinguishes between attractions to sex features and attraction to gender features, and
(c) Allows an element of interpretation, such that individuals have authority over whether
their attractions to sex features and/or attractions to gender features determine their
orientation.
Here, I’m influenced by Saray Ayala’s account of the relation between sexual orientation and
interpretation. On Ayala’s view, there’s “a core affect module consisting of some sort of
neurophysiological state of the individual in relation to sexual-affective affects.”52 Yet, the
properties at this neurophysiological level don’t fully determine sexual orientation: “while
desires/affects are themselves constituted independently of any interpretation, the selection of
some of those desires/affects and their conceptualization as related to the sex and/or gender of
someone is an interpretative process necessary for sexual orientation.”53
On the Queer Categorization Scheme, an individual has authority over whether their sex attractions
and/or gender attractions (fully) determine their orientation. For example, consider Triston, a male
man who is exclusively attracted to male genderqueer individuals. On the Queer Categorization
Scheme, Triston has authority over whether his male-to-male sex attractions and/or man-togenderqueer gender attractions determine his orientation, such that (all and only) the attractions in
exactly one of the following sets determine Triston’s orientation:
(α): {male-to-male attractions}
(β): {man-to-genderqueer attractions}
(γ): {male-to-male attractions, man-to-genderqueer attractions}
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For example, suppose that Triston engages in an interpretative process such that his sex attractions
determine his orientation. In that case, Triston’s male-to-male attractions determine his orientation,
and he’s homosexual.
Here, there’s a distinction between genus-level attractions and species-level attractions. Genuslevel attractions include sex attractions and gender attractions. In contrast, species-level attractions
include, e.g., female-to-female attractions, female-to-male attractions, and genderqueer-to-woman
attractions. On the Queer Categorization Scheme, individuals have authority over what genus-level
attractions determine their orientation, not over which particular species-level attractions
determine their orientation. For example, consider Simone, a female woman who is exclusively
attracted to female women and male men. On the Queer Categorization Scheme, the attractions in
exactly one of the following sets determine Simone’s orientation:
(δ): {female-to-female attractions, female-to-male attractions}
(ε): {woman-to-woman attractions, woman-to-man attractions}
(ζ): {female-to-female attractions, female-to-male attractions, woman-to-woman
attractions, woman-to-man attractions}
Perhaps it seems arbitrary to endorse a categorization scheme that provides individuals with
authority over what genus-level attractions determine their orientation, without also allowing
similar authority with respect to particular species-level attractions. Yet, this aspect of the Queer
Categorization Scheme is due to the demands of ameliorative desideratum (ii), which holds that
we ought to endorse a categorization scheme conducive to the constitutive aims of LGBTQIA+
social movements. On this point, suppose that Simone mistakenly believes that she’s exclusively
attracted to female women, say on account of the invisibility of bisexuality in dominant cultural
representations of sexual experience.54 A categorization scheme that provided individuals with
authority over which particular species-level attractions determine their orientation would allow
that Simone is homosexual. But we ought to reject that result on ameliorative grounds, as it would
contribute to bisexual erasure.
In sum, on the Queer Categorization Scheme, individuals identical with respect to attraction(s) can
differ with respect to orientation. That’s because feature (c) allows individuals authority over
whether their orientations are determined by their sex attractions and/or gender attractions. Neither
Dembroff nor Díaz-León’s accounts of orientation include such an element of authority. And so,
feature (c) is distinctive to the Queer Categorization Scheme.
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Now, the aforementioned element of authority raises an important question. In particular, why are
the categories of the Queer Categorization Scheme orientations, as opposed to ways in which
individuals can subjectively identify with respect to orientation? Here, consider an analogy to the
gender category woman. While I don’t endorse any particular account of gender in the context of
this paper, note that there are prominent theories of gender on which an individual is a woman in
virtue of sincerely self-identifying as a woman. Consider Dembroff’s account, for example, on
which the membership conditions of gender categories vary across mainstream and queer cultural
contexts.55 For example, in mainstream social contexts, an individual’s gender is determined by
their natal genitalia.56 In many queer cultural contexts, however, an individual is a member of the
gender category woman in virtue of sincerely self-identifying as a woman: “[i]ndividuals are
granted authority over their gender kind membership.”57 To complete the analogy, as sincere selfidentification can figure into the membership conditions of gender categories, so interpretive acts
can figure into the membership conditions of orientation categories.
It’s important, however, not to overextend the analogy. On this point, consider again Simone (a
female woman who is exclusively attracted to female women and male men). As noted above, in
order to avoid perpetuating bisexual erasure, an orientation categorization scheme ought not to
allow the result that Simone is homosexual. That’s the case even if Simone mistakenly believes
that she’s exclusively attracted to female women. Likewise, ameliorative desideratum (ii) provides
reason to reject a categorization scheme on which orientation is self-ascribed. Within this sort of
ameliorative limit, however, individuals otherwise ought to have authority over the socially
significant categories that they inhabit. This principle of authority is widely endorsed in flourishing
LGBTQIA+ cultures, and it’s a central motivation for feature (c) of the Queer Categorization
Scheme.
At this point, I’ll turn to explicate the membership conditions of the categories in the Queer
Categorization Scheme. To begin, on the Queer Categorization Scheme, asexuality is a distinct
sexual orientation. An individual is a member of the category asexual just in case they don’t have
significant sexual attractions.58 To be clear, some asexual individuals have romantic attractions, as
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opposed to sexual attractions, which are often felt towards individuals with particular sex and/or
gender features.59
In order to explicate the membership conditions of the remaining categories in the Queer
Categorization Scheme, it’ll be useful to have concepts of binary attractions and cissexual sets of
attractions. Binary attractions exclusively involve the binary sex categories female and male or
the binary gender categories woman and man. For example, the following attractions are binary:
female-to-male attractions and woman-to-woman attractions. In contrast, neither genderqueer-toman attractions nor intersex-to-intersex attractions are binary. Next, cissexual sets of attractions
involve attractions between cisgender individuals. For example, the following sets of attractions
are cissexual: {male-to-female attractions, man-to-woman attractions} and {female-to-female
attractions, woman-to-woman attractions}. In contrast, recall Josephine (a female woman who is
exclusively attracted to female men). The following set of Josephine’s attractions isn’t cissexual:
{female-to-female, woman-to-man}.
With this terminology at hand, on the Queer Categorization Scheme, an individual is a member of
the category homosexual just in case the attractions in exactly one of the following sets determine
their orientation: a set of binary same-sex attractions, a set of binary same-gender attractions, or a
cissexual set of same-sex and same-gender attractions. This point might be expressed in
grounding-theoretic terms: an individual is homosexual just in case their orientation is grounded
by the attractions in exactly one of the following sets: {female-to-female attractions}, {woman-towoman attractions}, {female-to-female attractions, woman-to-woman attractions}, {male-to-male
attractions}, {man-to-man attractions}, {male-to-male attractions, man-to-man attractions}. For
example, recall Triston, a male man who is exclusively attracted to male genderqueer individuals.
On the Queer Categorization Scheme, Triston has authority over whether his sex attractions and/or
gender attractions ground his orientation, and Triston is homosexual just in case he engages in an
interpretive process such that his male-to-male sex attractions ground his orientation.
Next, an individual is a member of the category heterosexual just in case the attractions in exactly
one of the following sets ground their orientation: a set of binary other-sex attractions, a set of
binary other-gender attractions, or a cissexual set of other-sex and other-gender attractions. For
example, an individual is heterosexual if their female-to-male attractions ground their orientation.
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For another example, an individual is heterosexual if their orientation is grounded in their maleto-female attractions in concert with their man-to-woman attractions.
Next, an individual is a member of the TRQ category bisexual just in case the attractions in exactly
one of the following sets ground their orientation: a set of binary same-sex and other-sex
attractions, a set of binary same-gender and other-gender attractions, or a cissexual set of samesex and other-sex attractions in concert with same-gender and other-gender attractions. For
example, an individual is bisexual if their orientation is grounded in their male-to-male attractions
in concert with their male-to-female attractions.
It’s important to note that these membership conditions diverge to an extent from those provided
by some LGBTQIA+ individuals and organizations. I don’t take this point lightly, and I’ll return
to address it below. Moreover, I stress that the aforementioned membership conditions aren’t
essential to the Queer Categorization Scheme. That’s because they might be somewhat modified
while retaining the distinctive element of interpretation in feature (c).
Next, on the Queer Categorization Scheme, an individual is a member of the category queer just
in case the attractions in exactly one of the following sets ground their orientation: a set of nonbinary sex attractions, a set of non-binary gender attractions, or a non-cissexual set of sex and
gender attractions. For example, an individual is queer if their woman-to-genderfluid attractions
ground their orientation. For another example, an individual is queer if their orientation is
grounded in their female-to-female attractions in concert with their woman-to-man attractions.
At this point, I turn to consider how the Queer Categorization Scheme fares with respect to the
ameliorative desiderata. To begin, I deny premise (i) in Dembroff’s argument against thicklyrelational categorization schemes by demonstrating that the Queer Categorization Scheme ascribes
orientations to transgender, genderqueer, and intersex individuals, as well as to individuals
attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals.
Things are about to get complicated. But that’s to be expected. Transgender, genderqueer, and
intersex individuals, as well as individuals attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex
individuals navigate categorization with respect to sexual orientation in ways that aren’t always
(ahem) straightforward.
To begin, the Queer Categorization Scheme can ascribe orientations to genderqueer individuals as
well as to individuals attracted to genderqueer individuals. For example, consider Elaine, a female
woman who, for most of her life, has been exclusively attracted to other female women. In the past
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few years, however, Elaine developed enduring sexual attractions to some genderqueer female
individuals. Reflecting on this change, Elaine might reason: “My interest in female individuals is
more important to my sexual orientation than any of my gender hang-ups. After all, I might have
been attracted to some female men if I hadn’t been socialized in a culture that places so much
significance on gender.” Alternatively: “While I enjoy female bodies, I’m also drawn to
genderqueer gender presentation. That said, homosexuality is important to my self-conception, and
I don’t want to give it up.” In either case, Elaine interprets her attractions such that her female-tofemale attractions ground her orientation, and she’s homosexual.
But these aren’t the only interpretative options available to Elaine. For example, Elaine might
reason: “Being a lesbian is really important to me, but I don’t need to be homosexual in order to
be a lesbian. After all, I know some heterosexual trans men who are part of the lesbian
community.60 I’m attracted to women and genderqueer individuals, and I’d like my orientation to
reflect my sexual phenomenology.” Here, Elaine interprets her attractions such that her womanto-woman attractions in concert with her woman-to-genderqueer attractions ground her
orientation. And she’s queer.
On the Queer Categorization Scheme, then, Elaine has authority over whether her (female-tofemale) sex attractions and/or (woman-to-woman and woman-to-genderqueer) gender attractions
ground her orientation. To be clear, however, that authority doesn’t foreclose normative
assessment. For example, if Elaine were to decide that her sex attractions ground her orientation
(such that she’s homosexual), she might disrespect the genderqueer identity of some the
individuals to which she’s attracted. Authority generates risk. But that doesn’t mean that
individuals ought to be denied authority over the socially significant categories that they inhabit.
The solution, instead, is to cultivate incentive structures and epistemic resources that are conducive
to the ethical exercise of authority.
Next, the Queer Categorization Scheme can ascribe orientations to transgender individuals and
intersex individuals, as well as to individuals attracted to transgender or intersex individuals. For
example, consider again Chris (a female man who is exclusively attracted to female women). On
the Queer Categorization Scheme, Chris’s orientation is either heterosexual, homosexual, or queer.
For example, if Chris engages in an interpretive process such that his female-to-female attractions
ground his orientation, then he is homosexual. Additionally, consider again Dylan (an intersex
man who is exclusively attracted to female women). On the Queer Categorization Scheme, Dylan
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is heterosexual in case he engages in an interpretive process such that his man-to-woman
attractions ground his orientation.
Given this flexibility, note that orientation ascriptions are sensitive to a more general concept of
sexual orientation. On this point, I’m inclined to think that we ought to endorse a concept of sexual
orientation such that orientation isn’t a “deep” feature of the self that necessarily remains constant
across contexts.61 For example, in contexts in which Elaine is attempting to make her experiences
intelligible to a few straight relatives, she might claim homosexuality. In contrast, while
communicating her sexual desires to members of a local LGBTQIA+ community, Elaine might
interpret her attractions such that she’s queer. There’s so much complexity that could be explored
here. For the present purposes, however, what’s important is that the Queer Categorization Scheme
ascribes orientations to transgender, genderqueer, and intersex individuals, as well as to individuals
attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals. And so, the Queer Categorization
Scheme satisfies ameliorative desideratum (i).
Next, regarding ameliorative desideratum (ii), I hold that the Queer Categorization Scheme is
conducive to the constitutive aims of LGBTQIA+ social movements. As discussed at length in the
second section, in order to promote LGBTQIA+ solidarity and LGBTQIA+ well-being, it’s
strategic to differentiate between members and non-members of thickly-relational orientation
categories. Accordingly, the Queer Categorization Scheme satisfies ameliorative desideratum (ii).
At this point, I’ll return to the membership conditions of the category bisexual. (Again, I don’t aim
to settle this contested issue in the context of this paper.) As noted above, on the Queer
Categorization Scheme, the membership conditions of the category bisexual diverge to an extent
from those endorsed by some LGBTQIA+ individuals and organizations. For example, the
Bisexual Resource Center holds that an individual is bisexual just in case they’re non-monosexual,
in contrast to monosexual individuals who are attracted to individuals of a single gender.62 Yet,
it’s important that some non-monosexual individuals don’t self-identify as bisexual, e.g., some
women who are attracted to both women and genderqueer individuals don’t self-identify as
bisexual.63 Of course, individuals can be mistaken about their orientations. My point here is
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methodological. On account of the aforementioned disagreement, it wouldn’t be justified simply
to defer to the non-monosexual interpretation.
Earlier, I argued that LGBTQIA+ social movements ought to categorize individuals with respect
to sexual orientation in such a way that promotes LGBTQIA+ solidarity and LGBTQIA+ wellbeing. Along these lines, LGBTQIA+ social movements have strategic reason to endorse an
orientation categorization scheme that includes the category queer. That’s because members and
non-members of the orientation category queer have significantly different social experiences,
which aren’t tracked by the monosexual/non-monosexual distinction. In particular, members of
the orientation category queer are unjustly affected by cisnormativity. Broadly, cisnormativity is
an element of the dominant ideology which holds that an individual’s gender (as either a man or a
woman) is determined by their sex assigned at birth (as either male or female). As Susan Stryker
explains, “our culture today tries to reduce the wide range of livable body types to two and only
two genders […] with both genders being based on our beliefs about the meaning of biological
sex.”64
Regarding the ways in which cisnormativity unjustly affects the well-being of members of the
orientation category queer, consider the sexual stigmatization of trans-attracted individuals, here
described by Julia Serano:
[T]rans people and bodies are highly stigmatized throughout society. This stigmatization
inflicts shame on those of us who are trans – a shame that many of us work hard to
overcome. But this shame also affects people who find us attractive – not in the same way,
nor to the same extent, but it does affect them. Rather than seeing their attraction toward
us as “normal” and “healthy,” society teaches them to view it as a “fetish.” This shame
encourages them to keep their attraction secret – this applies to both cis people who selfidentify as “admirers,” “fetishists,” or “chasers” and purposefully seek out trans partners,
as well as to those cis people who are surprised to find out that the person they are attracted
to, or dating, or have fallen in love with, is trans and who subsequently hides that info (and
sometimes even their partner’s existence) from friends and family.65
Here, Serano explains that cisnormativity unjustly affects the well-being of trans-attracted
individuals, rendering (what are often) normatively unproblematic sexual attractions a source of
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distress.66 Of course, the cisnormative stigmatization of trans-attraction unjustly affects the wellbeing of transgender individuals, as it further complicates the process of sustaining healthy sexual
relationships.67 Moreover, cisnormative ideology represents transgender gender identity as the
result of sexual perversion. On this point, Talia Mae Bettcher explains that individuals often
“construe transsexuality in terms of sexual desire [… and] reduce cross-gender identification to a
kind of sexual fetish.”68 In part, the cisnormative stigmatization of transgender sexuality explains
oppressive phenomena such as accusations that trans women are sexually deceptive homosexual
men as well as testimonial injustices in medical contexts involving “autogynephilic” diagnoses of
gender dysphoria.69 Because members of the orientation category queer share interests with respect
to sexual destigmatization (viz., involving the mitigation of the effects of cisnormativity), it’s
strategic for LGBTQIA+ social movements to differentiate between members and non-members
of the orientation category queer.
In sum, the Queer Categorization Scheme is conducive to the constitutive aims of LGBTQIA+
social movements, especially involving the promotion of LGBTQIA+ solidarity and LGBTQIA+
well-being. Furthermore, the Queer Categorization Scheme allows the ascription of sexual
orientations to transgender, genderqueer, and intersex individuals, as well as to individuals
attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals. The Queer Categorization Scheme,
then, satisfies ameliorative desideratum (i) and ameliorative desideratum (ii). And so, I endorse
the Queer Categorization Scheme.
5. Conclusion
The following question is normatively significant. How ought we to categorize individuals with
respect to sexual orientation? While the socially dominant orientation categorization scheme is
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somewhat conducive to the constitutive aims of LGBTQIA+ social movements, it doesn’t allow
the ascription of sexual orientations to many non-cisheterosexual individuals. In contrast,
categorization schemes that primarily include categories such as female-oriented and womanoriented allow the ascription of sexual orientations to transgender, genderqueer, and intersex
individuals, as well as to individuals attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals,
but such categorization schemes aren’t always conducive to the promotion of LGBTQIA+
solidarity and LGBTQIA+ well-being.
Ultimately, I hope to have developed an orientation categorization scheme that allows the
ascription of sexual orientations to transgender, genderqueer, and intersex individuals, as well as
to individuals attracted to transgender, genderqueer, or intersex individuals, while being conducive
to the constitutive aims of LGBTQIA+ social movements. That said, I stress that I do not aim to
legislate, only to explicate conceptual resources. Like other social categories, sexual orientation
categories are essentially negotiable. Still, this much is fixed: “Our categories are important. We
cannot organize a social life, a political movement, or our individual identities and desires without
them.”70
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