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Using data from in-depth interviews with young queer people, this article proposes revisions for
four areas of Goffman’s classic work, Stigma. Interviews reveal a situation between complete
acceptance of queer identity and outright hostility, which I term “being in the line of fire,” and
three strategies participants use to manage their identity in this situation. Unlike classical
identity management, this project considers how their “double consciousness” allows them to
respond to stigmatizing situations while remaining insulated from the negative appraisals of
others. Instead, they orient toward educating the stigmatizer, minimizing interaction by tailoring
their identity, or disengaging. I use these strategies to demonstrate that identity management
theory does not properly consider possible responses to hostile reactions, the diversity of stigma-
tized groups, Goffman’s so-called sympathetic others, or different frames of reference on stigma-
tized attributes. Orienting to the point of view of the marginalized, this article demonstrates how
one manages an accepted identity when one is in the line of fire.

Alyssa and I were sitting in a local café discussing her “exhausting habit” of answering
questions about her sexuality, when I remarked to her over breakfast, “So do you find
that you’re doing this sort of a lot?”

She finished chewing and looked up. “I guess I think that people have different
levels of care about who knows what. Like, it doesn’t really bug me if someone has an
incorrect thought or a blatant stereotype and projects that on me. Like, I care about it,
but I don’t care enough to correct that. Some people just can’t handle that. Like, I do
care that people like don’t think different stereotypes about me, but it doesn’t concern
me to the point of like actually putting energy forth.”

She paused, sorting out her response. “I don’t want to put myself in the line of fire.
Like, it would be different if it was my family or a friendship that lasted years or some-
thing. Like this one guy that I knew since I was 17, that’s like seven years. He doesn’t
know what he thinks about the gay thing. I do engage in those conversations with him
and I've fielded really inappropriate e-mails from him about my salvation. In that situ-
ation, it’s worth it for me.”

Alyssa is describing a situation that Goffman’s classic Stigma, and the research on
identity management that flowered from it, does not grasp well. She has two different
reactions to “being in the line of fire,” a situation between full acceptance and outright
threatening hostility. She has a “strategic outness,” using social distance to help her
determine how she should manage her identity (Orne 2011). With some people, she
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actually tackles their hostility and “inappropriate e-mails.” With others, she does not
have the energy and withdraws. When another interviewee, Eric, a bisexual man, is in
this situation, he finds “it’s a lot easier just to say that 'm gay than that 'm bisexual.”
To minimize follow-up interaction, he comes out with a stigmatized identity he does
not even have. These three responses do not fit well within existing identity manage-
ment theory.

Identity management scholarship, from Goffman’s Stigma: Notes on the Manage-
ment of Spoiled Identity (Goffman [1963] 1986) to recent special issues devoted to it
(e.g., Barreto and Ellemers 2010), only considers two possible reactions from others to
a revelation of stigma: acceptance or hostility. In this respect, academic literature
reflects popular culture. In the case of coming out, media depictions of reactions follow
a dichotomy. We are forced to choose between the Jack of Brokeback Mountain—a clos-
eted cowboy beaten to death—or the Jack of Will and Grace—a flamboyant fop who is
accepted everywhere he goes. Similarly, Goffman’s Stigma details strategies that prima-
rily revolve around the impulse to avoid as many hostile others as possible, either by
retreating to the company of other stigmatized people or by attempting to pass as
“normal,” to use Goffman’s term for those without the stigma.

However, today’s young queer people exist in a world that is often in between.
While some scholars contend that we are “beyond the closet” (e.g., Seidman 2002),
others reply that discrimination and stereotyping continues, albeit replaced by a more
“gay-friendly closet” (Williams, Giuffre, and Dellinger 2009). Of course, both are
correct. There are people who are accepting and nonplussed at the prospect of
someone coming out to them as queer. Others are actively hostile.

Queer people that I talked to, though, contend that these reactions represent two
extremes. They also must deal with a middle zone: a space where others are ambigu-
ously hostile, uncertain, “tolerant,” socially awkward, or invasively questioning of them
upon learning of their sexuality. While Goffman ([1963] 1986) and others involved in
identity work (e.g., Snow and Anderson 1987) have described strategies that respond to
acceptance or hostility, this article examines the strategies employed when someone is,
as Alyssa described, experiencing the “on-the-spot” feeling of those caught in the line
of fire.

Continuing with the metaphor of a bullet, I categorize these strategies into three
groups. First, young queer people can take the bullet or purposefully stand in the way
of hostile views of others in an attempt to educate them. Second, they can deflect the
bullet. Using this strategy, they sidestep by tailoring their identity label to be more
comprehensible to the uninitiated. Third, they can dodge the bullet completely by
cutting the person off from future interaction.

However, they are only capable of strategic action—taking, deflecting, or dodging
the bullet of others” reactions and, I would argue, other classic identity work like
passing or covering—because they have an intimate understanding of the worldviews
of the others they encounter. And yet, despite knowing that they are stigmatized and
that others view them as discreditable, they remain “stigma resistant” (Siegel, Lune, and
Meyer 1998), aware yet unaffected. They have their own alternative worldview.
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This simultaneous awareness is what W. E. B. Du Bois (1903) calls “double con-
sciousness.” Previous identity management work notes that people engage in strategies
to maintain a positive self-image in the face of negative evaluations. Double conscious-
ness is a lens that helps insulate the young people I interviewed from a negative self-
image, allowing them to remain stigma resistant and engage in the strategies detailed in
this article.

Therefore, my data expand our understanding of identity management and
Goffman in four ways. First, I disagree that the main motivation for managing stigma
is to avoid or mitigate hostile reactions. Sometimes, people purposefully confront hos-
tility to transform others’ point of view. They wish to wake others up, to make other
queer people aware of double consciousness, or give straight people what I call “ally
consciousness.” Second, Goffman homogenizes stigmatized groups. With the prolifera-
tion of labels for queer identity (Savin-Williams 2005), queer people can use alternative
identifications to fine-tune the management of their identity and deflect the line of
fire. They, surprisingly, accomplish this without passing as normal, instead using
another stigmatized identity they see as likely to minimize the encounter. Third,
Goffman provides a modicum of hope by identifying “sympathetic others” who
provide the stigmatized with a sense of acceptance. However, interviewees demonstrate
that these people and spaces are not always so sympathetic. One can feel in the line of
fire even in community spaces that are ostensibly friendly. Fourth, Goffman and others
contend that the stigmatized and normals share a frame of reference for a given stigma.
I bring in Du Bois’s (1903) concept of double consciousness to show that the stigma-
tized can simultaneously be aware of the stigmatizing views against them while also
remaining “stigma resistant” (Siegel et al. 1998).

In what follows, I first review foundational concepts, including Goffman’s stigma
management and Du Bois’s double consciousness. After outlining my methods, I
clarify the use of the term “coming out” as “strategic outness” (Orne 2011). I then turn
to analysis of my data, describing when one is in the line of fire between acceptance
and hostility and three strategies for dealing with this interactional space. I argue that
these strategies complicate existing notions of identity management.

IDENTITY MANAGEMENT IN GOFFMAN'S STIGMA

Since Goffman published Stigma (Goffman [1963] 1986), researchers have embraced
the concept enthusiastically. In recent years, both Social Psychology Quarterly and the
Journal of Social Issues devoted special issues to this seminal work. Yet Goffman’s
claims in Stigma are vague, covering wide swathes of different stigmas, using general
statements and strategies to develop a general theory. This is, of course, useful.
However, since then, scholars used this vagueness more often to find new groups that
fit within the general theory than to interrogate Goffman’s assumptions (Link and
Phelan 2001). This section discusses four areas ripe for revision: the presumed goals
of stigma management, the homogenization of marginalized groups, the role of
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so-called sympathetic others, and the ostensibly shared frame of reference between
normals and the stigmatized.

In an extensive review, Link and Phelan (2001) argue that stigma “exists when ele-
ments of labeling, stereotyping, separation, status loss, and discrimination occur
together in a power situation that allows them” (p. 377). That is, normals—those
without the stigmatized trait—must have a method of labeling queer people as such,
a means of fitting people to an internal image or stereotype of the negative attributes
that queer people must share. As a result, queer people are separated into a different
class with less status, and a process of discrimination develops to ensure continued
stigmatization, separation, and status loss.

Goffman ([1963] 1986) drew a useful distinction between those who were discred-
ited and discreditable. The discredited have an obvious stigma that leads them to
manage situations to relieve interactional tension. For instance, Cahill and Eggleston
(1994) famously describe the strategies that wheelchair users use to manage emotions
in public situations. The discredited also use other strategies like covering, preventing
the stigma trait from “looming large” and being the sole focus of their interactions with
others (see Yoshino 2006). My discussion here focuses on the actions of the discredit-
able, who manage the information of their stigmatized identity presumably to prevent
others from finding out about their stigma and avoid a subsequent loss in status.

In response to Goffman’s general theory, researchers have primarily attended to
two areas. First, scholars demonstrate that ever increasing groups have a stigma man-
agement process (Link and Phelan 2001; Barreto and Ellemers 2010). Second, they look
at the causes of prejudice and its consequences. In Barreto and Ellemers’s (2010)
summary of the field of stigma management, they identified five areas of focus: the
context of prejudice (e.g., King, Knight, and Hebl 2010), perpetrators (e.g., Barreto,
Ellemers, and Fiske 2010), prejudice’s influence on the self (e.g., Jahoda et al. 2010),
task performance (e.g., Shelton, Alegre, and Son 2010), and influence of group identifi-
cation (e.g., Kaiser and Wilkins 2010). I would add two additional categories: resilience
in the face of stigma (e.g., Irvine, Kahl, and Smith 2012) and destigmatization in social
movements (e.g, Lamont 2009; Saguy and Ward 2011). Each of these areas focuses on
the inputs and outcomes to prejudice, taking the process of managing the stigma from
Goffman.

Rather than these two tacks, this article demonstrates that those managing stigma-
tized traits strategize their reactions in ways that reveal stigma covers a wider range of
interactional space than previously thought. Queer people are a common group
already demonstrated to use identity management techniques (Yoshino 2006; Orne
2011). Also, rather than looking at the causes of prejudice or the outcomes of those
stigmatized, 1 theorize a space between acceptance and hostility, using it to expand
Goffman’s initial assumptions that have carried through to modern research.

First, Goffman’s primary consideration in Stigma is discussing situations of “mixed
contact,” a social moment when those with a stigmatized attribute meet normals. For
Goffman, there are a number of options, each oriented toward avoiding hostile reac-
tions from others. One could engage in therapy to correct the stigma or retreat to the
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company of fellow stigmatized others, breaking off contact with normals. Another
popular strategy Goffman identifies would be to attempt to “pass” as normal and
conceal the stigma.

However, other reactions are possible. For example, those I interviewed demon-
strated an occasional willingness to openly address hostile reactions. Goffman even
alludes to this possibility when he says that sometimes the stigmatized can react with a
“hostile bravado” (Goffman 1986:17) that turns normals off. His discussion of stigma
“professionals” (Goffman 1986:27), who come to stand in for the whole group when
interacting with normals, suggests that this area of stigma management deserves
further exploration.

Second, Goffman also homogenizes stigmatized groups, which erases internal
divisions within them. Link and Phelan (2001) concur that marginalized people are
consistently studied by outsiders in ways that tend to paint them as cohesive groups.
Goffman takes as singular coherent entities such concepts as “homosexuality,” “deaf-
ness,” or being a “convict.” There are multiple labels and identities that generally relate
to each of these conceptual families, each carrying slightly different connotations in the
population (Wittgenstein 1958). For instance, among people with impaired auditory
abilities, someone who is “hard of hearing” will experience a different disabled identity
from someone who is “deaf,” although they both have a similar condition. Someone
convicted of murder is likely to need to manage his or her identity differently from an
embezzler.

The so-called postgay movement within the study of homosexuality champions the
diversity of labels. In The New Gay Teenager, Savin-Williams (2005) argues that young
people are moving away from using traditional labels associated with homosexuality,
such as gay or lesbian. Although the extent of this movement is disputed (Orne 2011),
it is clear there is an alphabet soup of available terms with which people with queer
behaviors and attractions can identify. To belabor the point, a person who labels her-
self as a “pansexual” will have a different experience from a “lesbian,” even if both are
women dating other women. Surely Goffman would agree, but work has not explored
how multiple labels related to similar stigmas might be used as resources. Further-
more, as | shall demonstrate, the existence of these alternative labels opens up new
identity management possibilities, such as varying self-labeling according to context
and situation.

Next, once we no longer assume stigmatized groups are homogenous, spaces
devoted to their shared overall stigma are not necessarily bastions of safety and accep-
tance. Goffman makes much of what he terms sympathetic others, or “the wise,” who
do not believe that a given attribute is stigmatizing. While Goffman does mention
internal stigmatization (e.g., internalized sexism or racism), analysis of the stigma
experience needs to be informed by an understanding of stigmatized groups as com-
prising diverse individuals, with agency and priorities that are not completely aligned.

Finally, Goffman contends that the stigmatized and normals share a common
frame of reference for the stigma; that is, they both think a given attribute is stigmatiz-
ing. Previously, it was possible for different groups to be judged by different standards,
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but Goffman argues that “separate systems of honor” were on the decline in the 1960s.
Accordingly, the stigmatized would make efforts to accommodate or otherwise manage
the reactions of normals. After all, if they did not believe that they were stigmatized,
why manage that trait at all?

It is likely, though, that this is no longer true (Kaufman and Johnson 2004). Indi-
viduals can be “stigma resistant” (Siegel etal. 1998). Like normals who are “wise”
(Goffman 1986), marginalized people may not believe that an attribute is stigmatizing.
However, they are acutely aware that they hold a minority opinion. To make sense of
this ability to maintain contradictory attitudes, I turn to Du Bois’s theory of “double
consciousness.”

DOUBLE CONSCIOUSNESS

Double consciousness provides a way of conceptualizing how marginalized people can
be stigma resistant yet still be aware enough of the stigmatizing views of others to be
capable of identity management. The concept of double consciousness was introduced
in the essay “Strivings of the Negro People” (Du Bois 1897), which was later revised
and republished in The Souls of Black Folk as “Of Our Spiritual Strivings” (Du Bois
[1903] 1999). In this latter work, Du Bois described the condition of double conscious-
ness as follows:

The Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in
this American world—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but
only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar
sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self
through the eyes of others. . .. ([1903] 1999)

This small section, and Du Bois’s articulation of the consequences of double con-
sciousness that fills the rest of the essay, yield two interpretations: double consciousness
as warring cultural orientations and double consciousness as social psychological lens.

In the first interpretation, African Americans must judge themselves against the
cultural expectations of their own communities as well as those of white communities.
Early feminists, especially feminists of color, picked up the concept to advance a posi-
tion of additive disadvantage (hooks 1981; Collins 1990), wherein additional inter-
secting oppressions produce additional bifurcated consciousnesses, such as a Chicana
consciousness as triple consciousness (Rawls 2000). Later feminists of color trans-
formed this into the modern intersectionality (Collins 2004). One’s structural position
produces a unique set of marginalizations. The experience of a black woman’s gender
is going to be different from a white woman’s because of their different racial
positions.

Rawls (2000) examines double consciousness in the earlier additive vein, exploring
how black students have contradictory interactional expectations placed on them. To
fulfill the demands placed on them by white communities and whites in positions of
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power, her black participants had to go against the expectations of their fellow students
of color. They are caught in between the two warring cultural orientations.

In line with intersectionality (McCall 2005) and standpoint epistemology, I
advance an alternative position that sees double consciousness as a social psychological
lens through which people in marginalized positions view themselves and others.
Double consciousness is like a pair of bifocals, allowing the wearer to simultaneously
look through the top—seeing the situation as the powerful likely see it—or through the
bottom—seeing the situation through the eyes of the marginalized. It would be as
though Cooley’s “looking-glass self” had two mirrors: one a funhouse mirror that
warps the reflection of the observer and another the observer believes portrays them
accurately." The warring nations that Du Bois describes throughout the rest of his essay
are his prediction of the consequences of double consciousness on intergroup rela-
tions. Not only does this vision of double consciousness fit more closely how most
sociologists describe double consciousness to their students, but it fits double con-
sciousness as it was likely conceived in Du Bois’s historical context.

Unfortunately, Du Bois does not provide much help in interpreting which version
is correct. As Allen (2002) laments, “Our quest for answers [in Du Bois] tends to be
frustrated by enigmatic references, seductive prose largely lacking in analytical forti-
tude, as well as inadequate examples.” Du Bois deployed double consciousness as a rhe-
torical device designed to respond to and possibly create an angst within the black elite
that Du Bois would call his “talented tenth” (Du Bois 1903). When it lost its political
usefulness, Du Bois abandoned it in favor of other rhetorical devices (Allen 2002).
Therefore, with the help of a few other scholars, I turn to the historical foundations of
double consciousness to sort out its analytical usefulness to us today.

Double consciousness emerged out of specific literary and professional traditions
(see Bruce 1992; Allen 2002). Du Bois was not the first to use the term. Importing it
from American transcendentalism and the medical field (Bruce 1992), he redeployed it
to suit his political needs. Emerson, protopragmatist and transcendentalist, uses the
term to refer to being aware of the transcendental through moments of spiritual aware-
ness, but then being forced to contend with the mundane meanness of everyday life
(Bruce 1992). Similarly, the medical establishment had been using the term “double
consciousness” for 75 years prior to Du Bois to refer to episodes of split personality
(Bruce 1992). Double consciousness referred in both cases to a divided mind, whether
literally or figuratively. Du Bois’s use similarly reflects division: “One ever feels his
twoness—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings”
(Du Bois [1903] 1999).

Allen (2002) warns, though, that to read this sentence as a reference to different
cultures or ways of life would be a misreading. First, he presents evidence that people
Du Bois would have identified as the “talented tenth” did not actually experience a pull
between the twin poles of the upper-class white European and the black American
sharecropper experience. Second, the concept of culture as a way of life had not yet
entered American thought. Instead, Du Bois viewed these alternative “souls” as groups
of complementary character traits. Therefore, while the interpretation that Rawls
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(2000) employs produces analytically interesting results, double consciousness is not an
internalization of warring cultural orientations.

Considering that, like Mead, Du Bois studied with William James, it should not be
surprising that the “social psychological lens” interpretation is similar to a Meadian
“taking the role of the other” For Mead, people constantly evaluate their actions from
the standpoint of the generalized other. Du Bois merely proposes that there can be
more than one generalized other and that their respective worldviews are shaped by
their position in social hierarchies.

In this respect, he forecasts standpoint epistemology, that structural position influ-
ences one’s knowledge and interpretation of events (Sprague 2005). Akin to the Hege-
lian master/slave dialectic, the less privileged must be aware of the worldviews of those
in positions of power, but they can also have their own opinions. Double consciousness
is the dual lens that allows both of these understandings of a situation to co-occur
within one individual.

Standpoint epistemology and intersectionality, particularly that espoused by
Collins (2004), are extremely useful by demonstrating that the margins can shed light
on the center. People “do difference” everyday (West and Fenstermaker 1995), and
identity is a resource to be drawn upon (Callero 1994), but scholars seldom articulate
how one’s standpoint influences everyday interaction. Put simply, standpoint and
intersectionality epistemologies generally point to the ways that one can have bifur-
cated consciousness, and the idea of double consciousness pushes this slightly further
and examines how one can then mobilize his or her bifurcated consciousness in his or
her social world. Double consciousness is the social psychological mechanism through
which marginalized people draw on their identities as resources. Double consciousness
is a great underused metaphor for this situation, bringing intersectionality back into
conversation with its social, psychological, and pragmatic roots and Du Bois forward
into the 21st century. Below, I suggest that a queer double consciousness allows partici-
pants to mobilize their bifurcated consciousness by anticipating and responding to
potentially negative reactions.

METHODS

My data were collected via qualitative in-depth interviews in 2009 and 2010. I con-
ducted 17 interviews with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)/queer young
adults between the ages of 18 and 26, plus one 37-year-old. These interviews were
“semi-co-constructed” in that the first few started with a detailed interview guide,
gradually became co-constructed conversations (Corbin and Morse 2003), and ended
with another shift toward specific questions about my emerging theory. I also con-
ducted follow-up interviews with three participants to member-check and probe more
deeply on certain issues.

The interviews focused on participants’ coming out stories. Narratives allow par-
ticipants to “reflexively self-fashion” (Stein 1999) themselves in a process called “bio-
graphical reconstruction” (Ponticelli 1999). Consistent with other sociological work on
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sexual stories (Plummer 1994), the way my participants structure the chronology of
events, explain their emotions and motivations, and relate the reactions of others
reflects their conceptualization of coming out. Although framed in the past, the process
of biographical reconstruction reveals how past experiences influence future actions.
To that end, interviews also elicited instances of respondents’ own theorizing about the
topics presented in this article.

These stories form the “ethno-narrative” building blocks (Tavory and Timmermans
2009)—the living stories interviewees use to navigate and construct their worlds—that
I used to develop the argument presented here. In the tradition of constructivist
grounded theory (Charmaz 2006), I reconstruct the strategies and narratives within my
sample and use them to extend relative theoretical arguments. Therefore, as opposed to
representativeness, this article focuses on the representedness (Bell and Orne, forthcom-
ing) of my theoretical case. Does each of my participants’ experiences enlighten us
about Goffmanian identity management? Did I interview only the type of people who
concurred with my initial sensitizing concepts? To answer these questions, below I
address the issues of disconfirming cases and insider status, as well as my analytical
techniques and sampling frame.

This project began as an investigation into the relationship between political
engagement and queer identity. Early interviews quickly revealed that there were
instances when my participants attempted to educate others about alternative frames
for orienting to their sexuality. In response, I deliberately sought out, through ques-
tions and participant recruitment, instances of disconfirming cases, so-called black
swans (Flyvbjerg 2006). For example, bisexual-identifying participants brought
forward the strategy I have identified of defecting through alternative identifications.
Returning to earlier interviews, I found this strategy in nonbisexual participants as
well.

At times, my own experience as a gay man also sensitized me to issues and helped
me to “translate” topics my participants might not have known how to fully express
(Devault 1990; LaSala 2003). I draw back the veil on these instances through an ethno-
graphic writing style. I include ethnographic details and a thick description of inter-
views to reveal situations in which we co-constructed the answers. At times, I include
my mistakes and own experiences to reveal the messiness of theory generation (Ellis
1999).

However, I was not necessarily always an “insider” in the interview context. Both
my interviewing techniques (such as asking participants to explain “obvious” concepts
to my tape recorder because “it did not understand”) and interviewees’ reactions miti-
gate the problems often associated with “insider” research. For instance, during the
interview wrap-up, participants often asked me outright if I was gay, wondering why a
straight researcher would be interested in the topics we discussed. While I share a queer
sexual identity with my respondents, this project is not merely an extension of my own
views. My participants regularly challenged my preconceptions.

The analytical tools of grounded theory also helped me to question and inform the
ideas that developed in this project. The processes of open coding, conceptual
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memoing, theoretical sampling, constant comparisons, and “retroduction” (Charmaz
2006) kept me close to the narratives of my participants. For example, consider the
following section of Alex’s interview referencing her intentionally ambiguous gender
presentation:

I like it when people need to, like, realize “Oh crap, she’s not actually a guy,” and
then they have to, like, rethink themselves, or, like, rethink the way they view others.

I originally open-coded this section “moment of realization,” “forcing realization,” and
“causes change in self-perception.” I then merged and compared these codes with
others to form the basis of a conceptual memo called “the educational imperative.”
Further interviews led me to turn this memo into the section of this article called
“Taking the Bullet.”

Finally, my sampling frame maximizes variation to highlight shared practices and
processes by my participants (Weiss 1995). I initially recruited participants through
local queer and LGBT-themed organizations and college classes. Then, I asked partici-
pants to refer additional respondents who might deepen my understanding of key
questions. For example, I asked them to refer me to people they thought would answer
very differently from themselves and people on the edge of their social circles. Addi-
tionally, because of the difficulty in locating particular demographics within the local
community, I specifically prompted them to refer people of color or nonuniversity
students.

This recruitment strategy led to a varied sample of 17 participants. Consistent with
my institutional review board approval, I report here about my sample in the aggre-
gate. I interviewed four people of color, about a fourth of the overall sample. Roughly a
third was split between the parent socioeconomic statuses of working class, middle
class, and upper middle class, although I did not ask participants to provide details on
how they defined these categories. Regardless, all were currently pursuing postsecond-
ary education, whether at a university, community, or technical college.

The label each participant used varied widely, reflecting the boom in personally
chosen labels (Savin-Williams 2005). Two-thirds referred to themselves with a tradi-
tional label like gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Only a third, though, used this label exclu-
sively. As I shall discuss below, participants used the diversity of labels strategically to
create or minimize accompanying connotations, including within the interview.

Last, 53 percent of my sample were women. Because previous research has found
differences between how gay men, lesbian women, and bisexual people come out (e.g.,
Rust 1992; Oswald 1999), I originally intended to compare the strategies of these sepa-
rate groups. My data did not replicate gender differences among the research questions
presented in this article. Although the content and context in which men and women
manage their identities might be different (as Rust would argue), the form of their
strategies is similar in my interviews—a significant finding in itself, I contend, which
demonstrates the structuring power of social situations. For instance, while my lesbian
respondents often reported dealing with heterosexual men differently from how gay
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men interacted with heterosexual women, the deciding element was the degree of con-
tention and hostility in the relationship, not necessarily their gender. Their gender
might put them in different situations, but men and women dealt with being in the line
of fire similarly.

In the sections that follow, I draw quotes from participants who reflect the diversity
of my sample: women and men; those with only a “gay” label and those who used
several during their discussions with me; and white participants and participants of
color. T intentionally repeat participants across the strategies below to demonstrate
their pervasiveness. No participant reported only a single strategy. Their quotes reveal
key contours of what it means to be “in the line of fire,” prompting us to revise our
conception of Goffman’s stigma management.

REVISING CLASSIC IDENTITY MANAGEMENT: THE CASE OF COMING OUT

I use the case of coming out to revise Goffman’s concept of stigma, with help from a
rearticulated sense of Du Bois’s double consciousness, because coming out is an
example of identity management (Orne 2011). Traditionally, scholars treat coming out
as merely a step on the road toward a homosexual identity (see Hollander 2000). These
developmental theories largely reflected early assumptions about coming out arising
from linear stage models (e.g., Cass 1979; Cass 1984; Troiden 1989), as though once
someone has done the work of coming out they will never have to do it again.
Although the linear framework has since been empirically discredited (Kahn 1991), the
very structure of how queer people often tell their coming-out stories—a moment
of internal revelation followed by tearful confrontation and discrimination—is a
by-product of these early theories (Plummer 1994). Overwhelmingly, researchers use
the concept of coming out solely from this developmental psychological perspective,
missing the influence of social context (Cox and Gallois 1996; Horowitz and Newcomb
2002). The concept of coming out is bloated, swelled with multiple, disparate theoreti-
cal and folk meanings due to conceptual inflation (see Orne 2011).

Taking a different trajectory, we can envision coming out as “strategic outness,” or
the continual contextual management of queer identity, in which a particular set of
strategies and motivations are used to manage who knows about one’s sexuality (Orne
2011). Of course, if this sounds similar to Goffmanian (1959) management of self-
presentation, it should. In Goffmanian identity management, actors strategize the
presentations that they “give” and “give oft” to others to control the information that
others have about them and to ensure that information is consistent with the face they
are presenting (Goffman [1967] 1982). These strategies are not rationally chosen but
emerge pragmatically from the goals of the interaction. Similarly, coming out is a situ-
ation in which queer people have multiple methods (e.g., clues, direct disclosure,
speculation) to manage who knows, and they use metrics like social distance to choose
what information different social groups in their lives should have (Orne 2011).

Kaufman and Johnson (2004) proposed that scholars should think of coming out
like a “revolving door,” reducing coming out to merely a different kind of identity work
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(Snow and Anderson 1987). Strategic outness, however, considers outness—the degree
to which people in a given environment have knowledge about one’s nonvisible
identity—not as a quality of a person but as an interactional accomplishment. Identity
work is part of the process, but there are other concurrent considerations. I use
the term “strategic outness” because coming out is not merely about performance, but
about using that performance and what comes afterward to accomplish additional
interactional goals.

For instance, one participant, Jackson, made it clear to me that he was not “hiding
in the closet.” After discussing why he was not out to his boss, he immediately launched
into an unprompted tirade, perhaps responding to sentiments he had heard before: “I
mean, there’s not a single person on earth that I don’t mind knowing that I'm gay. It’s
just I know which ones that 'm comfortable having conversations that include my
sexuality and romantic and personal life with.”

I murmured my agreement, and he continued loudly: “Much like a straight person
may not talk about their wife to a certain colleague or something for whatever reason.
It’s not that I’'m hiding the fact that ’'m gay. It’s just the context by which that happens,
you know?”

For Jackson, he does not enter and exit the closet like a revolving door, a metaphor
that still assumes a dichotomy between being out and being in. The presumption is
that the knowledge of a queer person’s sexuality—not a presumed or actual reaction to
learning it—is the overriding factor in coming out. Extending the concept of strategic
outness (Orne 2011), I contend that we should think of outness in each relationship as
existing along a continuum between acceptance and hostility. The presumed reaction
and strategies for dealing with it are also part of the equation.

Significant research on identity work has thus far been devoted to two of these situ-
ations: being accepted and avoiding hostility. As expected by Goffman and identity
management literature, in those situations, participants tell fairly predictable stories.
When the expected reaction is one of acceptance, their stories focused on disclosure,
either directly or through indirect clues (Orne 2011). When the expected reaction is
extremely hostile, their stories involved the concealing strategy (Orne 2011). In these
situations, Goffman’s Stigma fits well. However, between these poles lies another situa-
tion: being in the line of fire.

MANAGING IDENTITY IN THE LINE OF FIRE

Someone is in the line of fire when they feel that they will be called to account for their
identity, are questioned, are not fully accepted, are “tolerated,” feel “socially awkward,”
or feel they are being stereotyped. This situation is not a discrete condition. It lies along
a continuum from complete comfort to fear of hostility. The situation is not threaten-
ingly hostile, but it certainly is not accepting. One might feel in the line of fire because
similar situations in the past have evoked similar ambivalent reactions. Many partici-
pants described situations that fit with traditional identity management: Someone that
is hostile will be prevented from knowing their sexuality, while people they anticipate
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will be accepting will be told. It is the situation between these two extremes, what my
participant Amy described as being “in limbo,” that I associate with being in the line of
fire.

Alyssa’s example from the opening vignette—she finds questions “exhausting”
and had a friend who sent her “inappropriate e-mails”—points to a few key concepts.
First, she is clear about what she considers being in the line of fire: a situation in
which she is not really accepted, and perhaps feels a bit awkward, without feeling so
unsafe that she would automatically cut this person off. Instead, she actually tackles
her friend’s hostility.

Second, her example illustrates a common feature of being in the line of fire: ques-
tions. As one might expect, fielding invasive questions about one’s sexual identity can
be time consuming. Therefore, one hallmark of being in the line of fire is using strate-
gies to handle these bullets. For instance, Charlie says coming out is often accompanied
by people “asking like a lot of hard questions, like why I knew I was gay or why like,
how long I’'d known or, or even like what it means to be gay, like is it just a sexual
attraction? Is it something more than that? It’s tough! I didn’t really know how to
answer all these questions.” Eric similarly described feeling that, “It’s a lot easier just to
say I'm gay than 'm bisexual” because “bisexual brings up a lot of questions like ‘Well,
are you really bisexual?” or ‘Are you pretending?”” Eric does not always feel threatened
by these questions. Mostly, he feels that they are socially time consuming to answer,
rude, and stereotype him.

Kate made this connection as well when I asked her about a situation that was
putting her in the line of fire: “I don’t know if it’s necessarily about the stereotypes, but
you just sort of get an idea. ...” She trailed off confused about how to voice how she
felt. She continued, “like, 'm of Middle Eastern descent, so people will ask me, like,
where am I from? And I'm like, well ’'m from the US. I try to be polite and like answer
passive-aggressively but that’s a very rude question.” Here, Kate explicitly compares her
experience being put in the line of fire as a queer person to similar situations she navi-
gates as a person of color.

Inappropriate and invasive personal questions from people in privileged social
positions are common. Power and privilege enable normals to feel that they have a
right to be informed about the intimate details of marginalized lives; those with stigma
become an “open person” (Goffman 1986; Tavory 2009). Another common example:
African-American women often encounter inappropriate questioning, touching, and
attention about their hair from white people.

These questions also need not be explicit. A context can implicitly require some
accounting for a person’s sexuality. When I asked Sarah about her conservative
roommates, she implied that her living situation forced her hand. “Um, I felt like I
had to tell them because I was living with them and there were certain situations
that,” she paused before ending suggestively, “might arise.” Without saying the words,
Sarah conveys that bringing women back to her place would lead to questions about
her sexuality, forcing her to get out in front of it. Similarly, Amy feels that her church
puts her in the line of fire because of the conservative Christian belief that queer
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people are damned to hell. Each of these situations is not clearly hostile, despite
clearly not being accepting.

In each of these situations, queer people’s double consciousness enables them to be
insulated from these negative reflected appraisals. Amy’s church may put her in the line
of fire—experience taught her conservative church members’ likely reactions—but her
own frame of her stigma—queer people can go to heaven—enables her to determine
for herself how she wants to manage that situation. She is not forced to pass, cover, or
flaunt. Instead, she deploys a strategy depending on her own accounting of her social
distance and investment in the situation.

Returning to Alyssa, she clarifies that for her, it is the “emotional investment” in
relationships that helps determine how she will deal with being in the line of fire.
Consistent with work on strategic outness (Orne 2011), people who have a close
social distance are worth the investment of engagement. Her strategy for handling
her friend’s inappropriate e-mails occurs in the context of their previous close inter-
actions. However, she quickly pointed out that for others, the amount of emotional
investment might be less: “I guess, like, some people, they care that everyone knows,
and for me, I only care enough to correct you if you're one of my super duper loyal
people.”

The difference here points to the several possible strategies participants had being
in the line of fire. Unless Alyssa is close to them, potentially problematic reactions make
her feel exhausted. As a result, she “dodges the bullet” by disengaging. For others, like
Eric, there is the strategy of “deflecting the bullet” by tailoring their identity label to the
situation. Last, participants might willingly “take the bullet” to educate others.

Taking the Bullet

The first strategy for dealing with being in the line of fire is to take the bullet. Partici-
pants feel that if they stand in the path of a negative experience, they absorb the hostil-
ity directed toward them and can improve future conditions for other queer people.
They engage in a kind of everyday activism by answering invasive questions or being
visibly out in contentious situations.

By doing so, they can educate others regarding double consciousness. Other queer
people may become aware of an alternative frame, become stigma resistant, and gain a
double consciousness. Interviewees also believed that nonqueer people gain a kind of
“ally consciousness” from the encounter, becoming one of Goffman’s “wise.” In
essence, by answering the rude personal questions that follow from being in the line of
fire or being visibly out, they hope to educate the uninitiated and change their image of
queer people.

Using the language of “safe spaces,” Amy mentioned, “Church has become a kind of
home for me. Where I can just be who I am. And ya know, no matter what I do, I can
sort of find that forgiveness and safe—safe space.”

Having earlier discussed the topic of safe spaces, my probe focused on how the
people in that environment made it a safe space. “Do the rest of the people in that
community sort of also make you feel safe, or—?”
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“Um, ya know, my church is liberal. It’s not the most liberal. Like I've got some
people who come from more conservative backgrounds and they’re less comfortable
with it.” She paused. Here, it is important to note that her statement describes an envi-
ronment in which she is in the line of fire: She is fairly comfortable in her church, but
does not feel completely so because of the actions and attitudes of other congregants.

She continued, “So, I mean I think I've changed some of their minds because
they’ve never met someone. . ..” She trailed off. “Someone gay. So maybe if I sort of
prove to them that I'm not a Satan-worshiping, naked, dancing—” We broke down in
laughter at this common lesbian stereotype. “Like I feel that they can’t make the argu-
ment that all gay people are going to hell after you really get to know someone. I think
I've changed at least one person’s mind.” By standing in for all gay people, becoming
the “face” for the conceptual category of queer, Amy feels that she can visibly demon-
strate the inaccuracy of stereotypes. Faced with a context in which she feels in the line
of fire, she educates others via her out presence. She responds to this situation, not by
passing as Goffman proposes, but by being out and changing the hearts and minds of
people present.

For Sarah, though, being visibly out and educating others by answering their ques-
tions is not just to change other—presumably straight—people’s minds about queers:
“TI don’t know. If T ever feel like I need to hide being queer or I'm tense about it, I
usually probably go over the top to make sure that like T'm gay!’ I think that part of
that is making sure there is a queer presence in case, you know, someone else is there to
see that.” Taking the bullet of a contentious situation also demonstrates that being out
sends a message to unknown hidden queers in the environment.

Sarah deliberately manages her identity in uncomfortable environments to educate
others about their own possibilities for disclosure. She feels that she must take the
bullet of possible negativity and be visibly queer to demonstrate an alternative frame
for queerness: stigma resistance. By being out in a specific context, she transforms the
space into one where others can also be out.

Other participants reported from the other side of the story, as one woken up to
double consciousness by watching someone taking the bullet. That is, seeing visibly out
people can actually have effects; Sarah is not just vainly hoping. For instance, Alyssa
recounts, “I remember this day, I went to [a café] and we were standing in line and
there was a lesbian couple with their kids in front of me.” She wistfully sighed. “And it
was like, that looks so wonderful. I would love for that to be my life.” Abruptly chang-
ing tone, she laughed. “And then I thought, did I just think that!? There was sort of,
like, this—I identified this longing for what it seemed like what I was sensing at the
time, all in this stupid breakfast line.” Alyssa reported that the moment was critical to
her decision that she should also be a visibly out lesbian.

Similarly, Michelle was inspired by her friend’s coming out. During our interview,
she mentioned that she first started identifying as bisexual her freshman year: “ . . yet
you knew that you liked women beforehand. What led up to deciding to—=?” I trailed
off and she filled in the silence. “Meeting freshman year on my floor, I met one of my
friends from [non-LGBT organization]. He identifies as a gay man and I guess seeing
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his courage and who he was and from that. I was like, I'm bisexual.” Although she
might have identified her sexual attraction before meeting his visible outness, Michelle
identifies his visibility as the moment when she recognized her own ability to identify
differently.

Jackson also believes that taking the bullet is necessary. He needs to change the
image of queer people by educating hostile others through answering questions and
being visible. However, he would disagree with me that he is doing it for the good of
the entire group. I asked Jackson, “You said that you felt a duty to do this. Maybe you
could tell me a bit more about that?”

He corrected me that his duty was to himself. “I feel a duty to myself, not to the
LGBT community. You know? I want to be comfortable in my home, in my workplace.
Some people have this militant gay agenda. Well, I have the [Jackson] agenda. I don’t
think that it’ll ever happen where it starts from politicians. If my neighbor doesn’t
understand what it’s like for me to be a gay person, of course they are going to vote yes
on Prop 8 [the California antigay marriage amendment]. Of course they are going to
hate”—he sputtered out the word—"hate, hate, hate the idea of me because they don’t
understand.” For Jackson, it is integral to his own survival that he takes the bullet for
others and wakes them up to an ally consciousness.

Regardless of whether they frame it as just to help themselves or others, the taking-
the-bullet strategy involves engaging with others to transform their attitudes about
queer people or demonstrate the possibility of an out life to wake queer people up to
their own double consciousness. They describe situations in which they purposefully
engage with the line of fire and take the bullet of someone’s hostile reaction. Others
will be transformed because of it.

Deflecting the Bullet

If the previous strategy involves tackling a situation head on, at other times partici-
pants used deflection rather than confrontation. They minimize interaction, essentially
telling people what they want to hear. Rather than always providing the label that they
identify with, they claim a label that they believe will be accepted without further
remark from the person placing them in the line of fire. Importantly, unlike a strategy
of “passing” or “covering,” the identity provided is still stigmatized. They are still
coming out. The stigmatized identity still looms large.

This strategy is possible because there are a variety of different terms of identity in
queer communities that run the gamut of sexual combinations, behaviors, and desires.
People with extensive experience with queer communities and cultures might under-
stand the “alphabet soup” of these terms: LGBTQQITAPA,? etc. However, these letters
and labels might not have the same usefulness for less knowledgeable audiences. As
Amy mentioned to me, “Generally I use bisexual when I first meet people, because it’s
easier”

As 1 typically did, I paused to encourage her to continue. In a moment, she did.
“Like, if I don’t know if they are part of the LGBT community, most people know what
being bi is, whereas pansexual requires an explanation. Sometimes in a social setting,
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it’s just easier not to do.” Although she personally identifies with the term “pansexual,”
she does not uniformly present this to people. If she feels that she will be required to
account for her sexuality, she will provide others with the term “bisexual.” She tailors
her response to the perceived knowledge level of the parties present.

Eric also related being questioned if he brought up being bisexual. He elaborated, “I
mean a lot of times, when I'm talking to people I don’t use the term ‘bisexual’ Like if
they ask me, I say well, yeah, I'm gay, and I use it as an umbrella term. Then maybe they
find out later that ’'m bisexual, and then I have to explain it further, which, I don’t
know, can be very confusing. But people don’t need to know everything about you.
I think it’s easier”

Because his sexuality would be questioned by some people, he at times uses a dif-
ferent term. Notice, though, that the confusion is not inherent to the particular term.
For Amy, bisexual is easier, while Eric avoids the same term. Malik showed me a third
combination, saying that he sometimes identified as bisexual around straight friends,
even though he identified as gay at other times. They all feel avoidance reduces their
obligation to interact with another person, minimizing questions and the discomfort
of being in the line of fire.

Interestingly, this process happened within an interview as well. Sarah knew I was
gay before our interview. I asked her early on, “So this is purposefully vague, but how
would you describe yourself?”

She responded bluntly, “I am a woman. I am white. I am a lesbian,” before laughing.
“And that’s it!”

However, about 10 minutes later, I asked her why she used this label. “Earlier you
referred to yourself as a lesbian. Why do you call yourself a lesbian?”

Paradoxically, she replied, “I don’t actually. I kind of hate that word.” She laughed.
“I generally label myself gay, but when people ask me I feel like that’s the word I should
use.”

“Ok,” I offered hesitantly, hoping she would continue and explain the discrepancy.

“It’s just like the most specific word. Like I said, I generally just say gay. But I think
that some people get confused, especially those not in the community, get confused
about what the words mean. So when asked, I feel it’s easier to just use the most spe-
cific word.”

In response to the interview setting, Sarah had a perception about the type of
label that she should provide in that context. This situation highlights the way in
which interviews are also a setting for identity management. My continuous ques-
tioning certainly put her on the spot—a kind of line of fire of its own. Sensing that
she would have to account for a nonnormative label (usually men are called gay), she
tailored her response to give me what she thought I should hear, deflecting possible
future questions.

In each of these situations, participants adapted their identity label to the context.
Rather than educating the other person about what their label means, which would
be taking the bullet, they minimize the encounter and say something that will reduce
questions and follow-up, thereby deflecting it. While scholarly perception recognizes
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the possibility of “covering” or “passing,” identity management does not always
involve an identification a person actually identifies with, and that label can also be
one that is still stigmatized. Sometimes, people tailor the perception they give to the
circumstances.

Dodging the Bullet

The last major strategy I identified in my interviews involves simply disengaging.
Should participants be unable to extract themselves, as in the case of Jackson’s boss,
they described decreasing the level and depth of their social interaction. As Jackson
reports, he would “put a little check mark in my brain. That conversation’s not going to
happen.” Because his boss regularly put him in the line of fire, Jackson dodged the
bullet and controlled the kinds of interactions he had with him.

Over time, these acts of disengagement shape participants’ social networks
to reduce situations that make them feel like they are in the line of fire. Earlier in
Jackson’s interview, we discussed a situation in which he took the bullet and educated a
friend about the word “fag”: “How do people react to you telling them these sorts of
things?” I asked.

“I like to think that I surround myself with friends who are willing to listen to that
and understand it. I don’t have friends who don’t. My core group of friends is straight,
and they didn’t understand what it meant to be gay at the beginning, but it’s been a
journey. Those that wouldn’t accept it aren’t my friends anymore.” Jackson simply dis-
engaged with people that continually put him in the line of fire, dodging their bullets
completely.

Alyssa disengages because constantly being subjected to questioning is exhausting.
When I explored her reactions to being in the line of fire, she responded, “At this point
in my life, I don’t really have the time or energy to deal with people that this is a new
idea. That just creates more responsibility for me to explain and for me to teach. Maybe
at some point, I'll have the energy and capacity to have a few friends like that. But in
terms of people I want to have around me, I just don’t have the energy.”

Participants also dodge the bullet in environments that continually put them in the
line of fire. The most obvious of which are situations that are suffocatingly straight.
Roberta mentioned to me that she felt hanging out with her friend Christie was “a
burden and it was a weight” because of her friend’s closed-minded views. So, she began
to feel that “hanging out with these straight people is a drag and I needed to find a
more supportive group.” Eventually, this led her to one of gay-identified organizations
on campus.

However, queer-identified spaces are not automatically safe merely because they are
stamped with “LGBT” on the door. As a gay man, I knew that bisexual men are often
met with derision in queer spaces. I wished to check this experience against Eric’s,
although it was admittedly a delicate question. “What’s the sort of response that you
get from the LGBT or queer community being a bisexual man?”

Right away, Eric informed me that he does not see queer spaces as safe. “I actually
get more of a negative response from that community than I do from the straight
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community. It’s just a lot of individual conversations with people where I'm called a
liar or I kind of get dirty looks shot at me if I bring a girl around, or—”

“How do you respond to that?”

“I try to avoid a lot of people who give me a negative response because I'm like, if
you’re not going to respect me, I'm not going to be around you. And that’s actually
pushed me away from the LGBT community. I don’t really associate myself with them.”

Eric disengages with queer spaces because people there put him in the line of fire
too often. The “B” in LGBT may stand for bisexual, but that does not always translate to
acceptance. Eric feels in the line of fire in these spaces and over time has disengaged
from them after becoming exhausted with being on guard.

While there are many similar stories from other participants, this strategy is fairly
straightforward and does not require more elaboration to understand its use: Inter-
viewees removed from their lives as much as possible—often minimizing interaction
along certain subjects—those that continually put them in the line of fire.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Methods for managing complete acceptance and total hostility are well-known in both
literature (Goffman 1986; Link and Phelan 2001; Barreto and Ellemers 2010) and our
cultural consciousness. I have mapped a few of the strategies that are used to manage
the situation of being in the line of fire or a situation between acceptance and threaten-
ing hostility in which one feels on the spot because one’s identity is called into account,
questioned, “tolerated,” or stereotyped. Being in the line of fire complicates identity
management theory in four major ways.

First, identity management is more complex than equating acceptance with disclo-
sure and stigma with a cowering fear of someone finding out (Goffman 1986). Goft-
man’s general theory paints these two extremes for illustrative purpose. However, there
are other goals to the interaction than avoiding hostility. Participants sometimes actu-
ally confronted hostile reactions, at least when they were judged safe enough to
proceed. In situations of outright hostility, participants responded similarly to classic
Goffmanian identity management in which stigmatized people always attempt to miti-
gate the hostile reactions of others through passing, covering, concealing, or retreating.

When in the line of fire, though, through a double consciousness of their own mar-
ginalized perspective and their awareness of how others in the dominant group will
react, participants sometimes educated others—taking the bullet—to wake them up or
grant them an ally consciousness. Taking the bullet offers another “destigmatization
strategy” (Lamont 2009) because it seeks to break down stereotypes and answer the
privileged’s questions, whether explicitly for a political agenda or just for the “Jackson”
agenda, as one participant explained. These participants are not flaunting (Yoshino
2006), purposefully drawing attention to their difference as a queer critique of the
majority (Bernstein 1997). Instead, they answer questions or are merely visibly out in a
context as a subtle signal to others, an identity for education approach (Bernstein
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1997). This article also demonstrated the social psychological foundations on which
these destigmatization strategies rely: double consciousness.

Because coming out is politicized within social movements as a tool of Gay
Liberation (Armstrong 2002; Shepard 2009), scholars of social movement theory
frequently use coming out as an example of taking on the hostility of others to
advance political goals (e.g., Saguy and Ward 2011). This article connects coming out
back to identity management, demonstrating the situations in which they are going
to do this: in the line of fire. Nevertheless, scholars need to move away from seeing
coming out only as a political statement (Orne 2011). Taking the bullet is only one of
several strategies. All of these strategies reveal that avoiding hostility is only one goal
of identity management among many. One might take on hostility purposefully to
achieve other ends.

Second, in Goffman’s portrayal, the stigmatized are homogenized. My data demon-
strated that queer people use a variety of labels to describe their identity. They use
these alternative labels as a resource. To deflect the bullets of others’ assumptions, they
can provide a label they do not actually identity with. Unlike a covering strategy
(Yoshino 2006), they are providing another stigmatized identity. They use their double
consciousness to try and determine a closely related stigmatized identity that will be
easier to digest. They present an agreeable self. They are minimizing interaction—do
not make waves—but not for the benefit of the privileged. Sometimes one wants to just
go about the business of life, not forever obligated to correct the ignorant or forever
debate the truth of one’s stigma. It is still coming out but one that is easier for normals
to comprehend. Studies on identity work need to expand to consider instances in
which people use identities that are not their own.

Third, I previously noted that one of the implications of Goffman’s homogeniza-
tion is that he assumes everyone with the same stigma is going to be a so-called sympa-
thetic other. Not all LGBT or queer spaces are uniformly safe or welcoming to sexual
minorities. Since there is so much diversity of identity and expression within queer
communities, queer people can feel in the line of fire in these places too. We need to
pay particular attention to assumed safe spaces in identity research. No community is
monolithic. Queer people must come out and manage their identity with each other as
well.

In this respect, this is similar to the role of gradations of skin color within commu-
nities of color (Rockquemore 2002). In many situations, unless they are light enough to
pass as white, light-skinned people of color are still treated and marginalized as people
of color. However, within communities of color, a pigmentocracy prevails, further mar-
ginalizing those with darker skin tones (Bonilla-Silva 2002). While skin color is a dis-
credited stigma, not a discreditable one like sexual identity, identity work occurs to
manage one’s skin color stigma within communities of color (Rockquemore 2002).
This article similarly shows that identity management occurs even with others that
share the overall stigmatized difference with the majority.

Research needs to explore how coming out works within LGBT spaces. I suspect
from my interviews that there are pressures within queer communities to come out
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in particular ways and within narrowly defined terms. It is possible that these com-
munities could push members out if they display more fluid sexuality. For instance,
the women in Diamond’s (2008) research—women who once identified as lesbian
but then later identified as straight—might have been pressured toward labeling
themselves in monosexual terms by the communities they interacted with, rather
than with a bisexual or pansexual term which more closely matched their behavior
or desire (Horowitz and Newcomb 2002). Sympathetic others are not always
sympathetic.

Fourth, I have demonstrated that interviewees do not share a common frame of
reference with normals regarding their stigma. They are stigma resistant (Siegel et al.
1998): aware of discrimination, but ultimately rejecting it. They are aware of the domi-
nant view and its presence in the contexts in which they move, and they are put in the
line of fire regularly. Yet they have a “double consciousness” (Du Bois 1903).

As discussed above, I contend that double consciousness is a social psychological
lens, a set of metaphorical bifocals that allows one to anticipate the reactions of others
by viewing a situation through the lens of the privileged while remaining stigma resis-
tant. Unlike Rawls’s (2000) interpretation of double consciousness as warring cultures,
I align with a more historically contextual interpretation (Allen 2002). Du Bois states
that the consequence of two lenses is a frame of black existential angst and cultural
separation into two nations (Allen 2002), but this consequence should not be confused
with its source: a perspective simultaneously informed by a self insulated from stigma
and a stigmatizing, generalized other.

Although standpoint epistemology is often evoked in discussions of intersectional-
ity and marginalization, there are remarkably few studies that make use of the concept
of double consciousness. It is a useful metaphor and provides a social psychological
foundation for intersectionality. Double consciousness serves as more than a resource;
it is also a vocabulary of motive. Participants report seeking to instill their double con-
sciousness in others. Educating them, they hope to convert them to the cause of queer
equality. Failing that, they minimize the interaction or disengage with them completely,
insulated from negative reflected appraisals. Double consciousness is the way one
manages an accepted marginalized identity.

Future work should also look at how these strategies can be extended to other iden-
tities. I have advanced a theoretical reconsideration of Du Bois’s double consciousness
and four key areas of Goffman’s stigma management, but I have also demonstrated
three interactional strategies for marginalized people in situations that hover between
hostility and acceptance. Coming out is now discussed as a strategy for other visible
and invisible identities, such as weight (Saguy and Ward 2011). Yet, let us not only
import the visible directness of one form of coming out as a disclosure and identity but
the strategic outness of coming out as well (Orne 2011). Interaction is not dichoto-
mously either accepting or hostile; it is a range. Coming out is not just a “destigmatiza-
tion strategy” that other groups can deploy. It is a way of living involving a host of
strategies and methods of disclosure. Let us see strategic outness in other identities as
well.
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As I noted when discussing my methods, and as expected from someone advancing
an intersectional double consciousness, other identities and structural positions surely
have an influence. In my analysis of gender, however, I found differences in the situa-
tions in which women felt in the line of fire from men, but the form of their responses
to the situation was similar. Similarly, if I had seen a clear salient difference in the strat-
egies of the participants of color, the rural students, or the working class, I would have
pursued them. Although future work needs to be done connecting race and class to
coming out, coming out research is increasingly triangulating on the key aspects that
do not change—the strategies—and those that do—the contexts.

However, this project also could have looked differently had I included additional
age cohorts. While I did have one participant older than 26 (Alexandria was a 37-year-
old “nontraditional” community college student), the rest of my sample comprised pri-
marily college-aged young adults. Since youth is often a time of new environmental
contexts and meeting new people, the processes I describe here could have been
brought to the forefront, while others receded. I theorize that older queer people, who
have established contexts and have already taken or dodged the bullets shot at them by
most people in their respective environments, would report these strategies as less
salient. I believe they would still occur, but less frequently, since older people have
already processed their social networks. Follow-up work should test whether I am
correct that new contexts trigger these strategies.

Beyond revisiting Goffman’s Stigma, these data raise important new questions
about the nature of activism and debate. Why do some people use their time and
energy to educate others, and in what situations will they feel exhausted and disengage?
These questions speak to the ways in which we believe allies and the marginalized
should engage with privileged people and navigate unsafe spaces. Consistent with stra-
tegic outness, participants point toward social distance as a determining factor for
them. For some like Alyssa, it is only worth it to undergo the significant work involved
in education when they are close. As social distance increases, other strategies of specu-
lation, dodging, or deflecting are more popular. It remains to be seen, though, how
each person chooses the particular level of distance where it becomes “worth it.” Yet,
near or far, my participants identified moments when seeing others visibly take the
bullet as key to their own outness choices. Further research into the contextual cues
that lead people to these strategies could improve possibilities for political action for
marginalized groups, help recognize inner tensions within stigmatized communities,
and remind us of the transformative power of visibly taking a stand.
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NOTES

'Both are warped. However, the self believes that there is a true correct self opposed to the inac-
curate one and acts accordingly.

“For those less experienced, this would be Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgendered Queer Question-
ing Intersexed Two-Spirit Asexual Pansexual Allied.
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