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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

The Sociological Quarterly 54 (2013) 229-253 © 2013 Midwest Sociological Society 231



Queers in the Line of Fire Jason Orne

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.”
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