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About the book

In "Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity," Erving Goffman

delves into the intricate web of social interactions affected by stigma,

illuminating how individuals with discredited traits navigate a world steeped

in prejudice and perception. Goffman's profound analysis reveals how

societal labels can distort reality, shaping not only the identity of those

labeled but also the perceptions of those around them. Through poignant

examples and keen observations, he explores the psychological and social

strategies employed by the stigmatized to manage their identities and seek

acceptance amidst discrimination. This foundational work compels readers

to confront their own biases and understand the profound effects of stigma

on human relationships, urging us to reconsider our definitions of normalcy

and deviance within the fabric of society.
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About the author

Erving Goffman was a prominent Canadian sociologist, acclaimed for his

innovative contributions to the field of social psychology and the study of

interpersonal relationships. Born in 1922 in Alberta, Canada, Goffman is

best known for his influential works that explore the nuances of social

interaction, identity, and the concept of stigma. After obtaining his PhD

from the University of Chicago, Goffman's academic career spanned several

prestigious institutions, where he developed groundbreaking ideas on how

individuals navigate their social environments and manage their identities in

public and private spheres. His seminal book, "Stigma: Notes on the

Management of Spoiled Identity," published in 1963, remains a cornerstone

in understanding the complexities of social perceptions and the impact of

societal labels on the self. Goffman's insightful analyses continue to resonate

through sociology and beyond, offering profound perspectives on human

behavior and the social constructions of identity.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Stigma and Social Identity

### Chapter Summary: Stigma and Social Identity

The concept of stigma originates from ancient Greek practices, where visible

marks on the body were used to signify an individual's flawed moral

character, such as being a slave, criminal, or traitor. Over time, the term has

evolved, gaining metaphorical layers in Christian tradition related to both

divine grace and bodily ailments. Today, stigma generally refers to societal

discredit rather than solely to physical markers.

Preliminary Conceptions  

Society classifies individuals into categories with associated attributes

deemed normal. These classifications influence interpersonal interactions,

shaping our expectations of others. When individuals do not meet these

expectations—particularly regarding "social identity," which encompasses

both personal and structural attributes—stress arises, revealing discrepancies

between anticipated and actual identities. A stigma becomes a powerful

negative attribute that can reclassify an individual from their expected social

category to one deemed inferior.

Types of Stigma  

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Three major categories of stigma are identified:

1. Abominations of the Body: Visible physical deformities.

2. Blemishes of Character: Traits inferred from records involving

 mental health issues, criminal activity, or other personal failings.

3. Tribal Stigma: Discredit based on race, religion, or nationality that

 affects all members of a lineage.

Stigmatized individuals, or "the discredited," navigate a world where they

are seen as less than whole, often bearing the burden of societal prejudice.

The self-perception of the stigmatized may diverge significantly from how

society views them, leading to experiences of shame and alienation.

Mixed Contacts  

Social interactions involving both stigmatized individuals and "normals" can

lead to complex dynamics. Stigmatized people often feel compelled to

manage impressions, resulting in heightened self-awareness during

encounters. This "performative" aspect complicates relationships, as the

normals may feel awkward or patronizing, while the stigmatized may

oscillate between vulnerability and defensive bravado.

Responses to Stigma  
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The stigmatized may react in various ways:

- Corrective Actions: Seeking to remedy perceived deficiencies, such as

 through surgery or other treatments.

- Concealment and Transformation: Attempting to excel in other areas

 to offset stigma or using the stigma to justify failures.

- Withdrawal or Aggression: Isolating themselves from social situations

 or adopting a combative demeanor towards interactions with normals.

Support Systems  

The stigmatized may find solace in communities comprised of others who

share their stigma, creating a sense of belonging and a collective identity.

This environment can provide a more comfortable space for individuals to

process their experiences and gain support. At the same time, these

communities can reinforce feelings of difference from society.

Alternatively, "wise" individuals from outside the stigmatized group can

offer empathy and understanding, bridging the gap between the norms of the

larger society and the realities of the stigmatized. These individuals can

promote acceptance and challenge stereotypes, supporting stigmatized

persons in unique ways.

Moral Career  
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The "moral career" of the stigmatized encompasses the learning experiences

and identity transformations they undergo. Stigmatized individuals grapple

with the internalization of social norms, often leading to feelings of

inferiority or self-acceptance. Their experiences may include stages of

discovery, confrontation with stigmatization, and eventual identification

with others who share similar challenges.

Through varied case studies and personal narratives, the chapter illustrates

these points, underscoring how stigma impacts social identity and personal

experience. This discussion encapsulates the broader societal implications of

stigma, encouraging a reflection on the norms that govern acceptable

behavior and the consequences of deviation from these norms.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Stigma can lead to profound alienation and self-perception

issues.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine traversing through a world where your

identity is constantly questioned, where the shadows of stigma loom

over your interactions, forcing you to wear a mask of performative

normalcy. Goffman’s insight into stigma reveals that your self-worth

may be distorted by societal perceptions, urging you to navigate with

awareness and resilience. This recognition inspires you to foster

empathy and kindness in your relationships, breaking down barriers

with stigmatized individuals and cultivating an environment where

acceptance thrives. By embracing the complexity of identities and

celebrating differences, you empower not only yourself but also others

to share their truths without the fear of judgment.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Information Control anPersonal
Identity

### Summary of Chapters 55

Information Control and Personal Identity: The Discredited and the

 Discreditable

This chapter explores the dynamics of identity and stigma, focusing on

individuals who are either discredited (those whose stigma is known) or

discreditable (those who can hide their stigma). The interaction between

people with stigmas and 'normals' (those without) can be complex and tense.

A discredited individual grapples with the stigma that is evident to others,

while a discreditable person manages the flow of information about their

hidden blemish. 

For instance, a person with a mental health history may present themselves

as 'normal' in certain contexts to avoid discrimination, paving the way for a

complicated dance of passing or hiding their discreditable status. The

intricate dance of passing involves considerations about when and how to

reveal sensitive personal information, which can feel precarious and requires

a level of social management that is burdensome.
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Social Information and Stigma Dynamic  

Stigmas have unique identifiers that can either enhance or reduce one's

social standing. Prestige symbols (like marriage rings) elevate status, while

stigma symbols (like visible scars or criminal tattoos) reduce it. The chapter

discusses how those with stigmas may employ status symbols to obscure

their identity or to mask stigma when interacting with normals.

Visibility, Perceptibility, and Personal Identity  

Visibility plays a crucial role, defined not merely by sight but by the extent

to which others are aware of an individual's stigma. This can have different

implications depending on the individual’s context: some stigmas are

inherently visible (like physical disabilities), while others are not (like

mental health issues). Individuals navigate these perceptions with a keen

awareness of how they relate to their identities—both socially and

personally.

The Role of Information Control  

The mechanisms individuals utilize to manage stigma heavily depend on

their personal identity and the nature of their relationships. Personal identity

refers to how one keeps their secrets, especially from intimates. The chapter
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underscores that even familiar relationships can harbor stigma-related

tensions—individuals may conceal information from friends or family to

maintain their self-image or avoid judgments.

The narrative follows several techniques for managing information and

passing, from using disguise and misdirection to actively withdrawing from

certain interactions or influences. This evokes a psychological landscape

where the passer balances conformity with the inherent tension of living a

segmented life. 

Passing: The Experiences of Stigmatized Individuals  

Passing varies in intensity; individuals may engage in active avoidance of

revealing their true identities or, conversely, join communities of others with

similar stigmas to alleviate feelings of isolation. The chapter references

various groups as illustrations of how identity factors into passing and

portrays nuanced and detailed scenarios of social experiences, such as those

of former mental patients or individuals from stigmatized professions.

Close examination reveals that some individuals learn to maneuver through

social spaces in a way that balances their hidden aspects with public

personas. This dynamic leads to a unique experience of "covering" whereby

individuals attempt to manage their stigma's visibility while maintaining a

semblance of normalcy.
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Ultimately, the chapter paints a complex portrait of identity, stigma, and

social relationships, illustrating that the process of managing one's identity

in a stigmatized context is multi-faceted and laden with challenges. The

individual's journey involves understanding societal perceptions,

maintaining personal relationships, navigating social spaces, and balancing

the burdensome task of information control.

Topic Description

Discredited
vs.
Discreditable

Explores the dynamics of identity for those whose stigma is known
(discredited) versus those who can hide it (discreditable).

Interactions Highlights the complex interactions between individuals with stigmas
and 'normals', focusing on the burden of managing stigma.

Stigma
Management

Discusses the burdensome process of passing or hiding one's stigma,
including social management and information flow.

Social
Information

Identifies how stigma symbols can reduce social standing, while
prestige symbols can elevate it, with examples provided.

Visibility Explains how visibility of stigma affects personal identity and social
interactions, with varying implications based on the stigma's nature.

Information
Control

Describes how personal identity influences stigma management and
the concealment of stigma even in close relationships.

Passing Outlines experiences of individuals who pass as 'normal', including
avoidance strategies and joining supportive communities.

Covering Explores the concept of covering, where individuals manage stigma
visibility while trying to appear normal to society.
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Topic Description

Complexity
of Identity

Concludes that managing stigma is a multifaceted challenge involving
societal perceptions, personal relationships, and social navigation.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The tension between visibility and invisibility in identity

management.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine navigating your life, aware of the

delicate balance between showcasing your true self and protecting

your most vulnerable aspects. This chapter invites you to reflect on

how everyone, at some point, has struggled with revealing parts of

their identity due to fear of stigma or misunderstanding. It encourages

you to embrace your complexities and the realities of your existence,

inspiring you to create spaces where authenticity thrives. By

recognizing the burdens of both those who are openly stigmatized and

those who strive to pass unnoticed, you can foster empathy and

understanding in your relationships, empowering others to live

authentically without the weight of shame.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Group alignment and Ego identity

### Chapter 3: Group Alignment and Ego Identity

In this chapter, the author explores the nuanced distinctions between social

identity, personal identity, and ego identity—concepts that are pivotal in

understanding how individuals perceive themselves and are perceived by

others. Social and personal identities are often constructed by the

perceptions and expectations of others, shaped by societal norms even before

an individual is born and extending beyond their death. In contrast, ego

identity is inherently subjective—it reflects an individual's own

understanding and feelings about themselves, shaped significantly by their

experiences within social contexts.

The chapter delves into the implications of stigma on identity, emphasizing

how stigmatized individuals grapple with identity ambivalence. Due to

societal standards, those with stigmatizing conditions often feel pressure to

reconcile their identities with the prevailing norms. They tend to stratify

their fellow-stigmatized based on the apparentness of their conditions, thus

navigating complex intersections of self-identity and external perception.

This leads to ambivalence, especially when stigmatized individuals observe

behaviors in their own group that reinforce negative stereotypes. Such

contradictions can evoke feelings of shame and guilt, hindering their
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capacity to fully embrace their identity.

As the chapter progresses, it discusses the professional guidance that

stigmatized individuals often receive regarding self-presentation and social

interaction. This guidance typically involves navigating a fine line between

self-acceptance and societal expectations, encouraging individuals to reveal

their identity selectively—concealing their conditions in casual contexts but

feeling empowered to share their experiences within more intimate

relationships.

The chapter also underscores how stigmatized individuals often adopt

specific strategies to interact with 'normals,' or non-stigmatized members of

society. They may engage in humor or take proactive steps to ease tension in

social situations, but these strategies can sometimes lead to further

entrenchment of societal misconceptions and contribute to an internal

dilemma about their authenticity.

Additionally, the chapter introduces the concept of group affiliation, where

stigmatized individuals may feel pressure to align more closely with their

'in-group' (those sharing the same stigma) as opposed to the 'out-group'

(normals). This dynamic can lead to tensions surrounding loyalty, identity,

and the internalization of societal views about normalcy.

The content also highlights the roles of different societal forces—normals

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


and fellow stigmatized individuals—in shaping the identity of the

stigmatized. It discusses how professionals often encourage a façade of

normalcy that can obscure deeper truths about the lived experiences of

stigmatized individuals. This often results in a "phantom acceptance," where

superficial acceptance by normals lacks depth or sincerity, further

complicating the relationship between the stigmatized and non-stigmatized.

In conclusion, the chapter illustrates the intricate interplay between

individual identity and societal expectations, demonstrating how stigma

complicates self-perception and the process of identity formation. It

ultimately reveals that while stigmatized individuals are advised to

assimilate into societal norms, they must navigate an intricate web of

support, acceptance, and self-definition that often contradicts their lived

realities.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Ego identity is shaped by personal experiences and

self-understanding rather than societal expectations.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine diving deep into your own essence,

untangled from the expectations and perceptions imposed by the world

around you. In a society that constantly nudges you to conform,

recognizing that your true identity springs from within empowers you

to embrace your individuality fully. This chapter reminds you to

cherish your unique narrative, allowing your experiences to define you

instead of succumbing to labels or judgments from others. As you

navigate relationships and societal interactions, you’ll find freedom in

authenticity, realizing that self-acceptance is a powerful tool against

stigma—and a crucial element in defining who you are.
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Chapter 4: The Self and Its Other

In these chapters, the discussion revolves around the complex dynamics of

 stigma and identity within society. Stigmatized individuals often navigate a

contradictory landscape where they are simultaneously told they are like

everyone else yet face societal pressures that mark them as different. This

creates a state of confusion and tension regarding their self-identity and ego,

leading to a struggle for acceptance and understanding.

The author posits that stigma is not limited to visible or dramatic failings but

extends to common, often minor deviations from societal norms. This

broader perspective suggests that even those who consider themselves

"normal" possess hidden flaws that can disrupt their self-concept,

highlighting the shared human experience of inadequacy. The engagement

with stigma is framed as a continuum of experiences that connect the

stigmatized and the so-called normal population, suggesting that everyone's

identity is influenced by societal standards and expectations.

In examining deviations and norms, the author notes that social life requires

a shared understanding of normative behaviors. When these norms are

disrupted, the resulting tensions can affect the psychological well-being of

individuals. Thus, managing one’s identity in social contexts becomes a

skill; individuals may resort to passing (concealing their stigmatizing

characteristics) or covering (downplaying them) to navigate societal
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interactions more smoothly. This adaptive behavior allows both the

stigmatized and the normal to maintain a delicate balance in their social

roles.

The text also emphasizes that individuals shift between stigmatized and

normal roles throughout their lives. Those who have been relieved of a

stigma often display different behavior and personality changes, illustrating

that identity is fluid rather than static. Social experiments support this

duality, showing that people can adopt the behaviors and strategies of either

the stigmatized or the normal, depending on their circumstances.

Furthermore, playful interactions among stigmatized individuals and their

normals reveal a deeper truth: both groups are shaped by societal

perceptions. Stigmatized people may internalize the societal stigma but also

find humor in it, using self-deprecating jokes as a coping mechanism. This

serves to highlight their common humanity and resistance against societal

derision.

Ultimately, the chapters argue for a more nuanced understanding of stigma

as a social process that affects everyone, regardless of their identified status.

Discrepancies between an individual's perceived and actual identity foster

ongoing tension management, especially in American society, where

face-to-face interactions are particularly susceptible to stigma-driven

misunderstandings. The implications of stigma extend beyond personal
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identity; they inform power dynamics, social control, and competitive

advantage within society, suggesting that stigmatization serves multiple,

sometimes conflicting social functions.

The discussion concludes with the assertion that stigma is less about fixed

categories of identity and more about the relational processes that involve

both stigmatized and normative individuals. Thus, transforming societal

attitudes towards stigma requires recognizing the inherent shared

experiences across the spectrum of identity, urging a collective

reconsideration of how we engage with differences in ourselves and others.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Deviations and Deviance

Chapter Summary: Deviations and Deviance

In examining social behavior, the concept of "deviance" emerges as a crucial

term that encapsulates the actions or attributes of individuals who diverge

from group norms. Groups—composed of individuals sharing common

values and social norms—often identify nonconforming members as

"deviators." However, not all deviators are alike; their differences can

overshadow any shared characteristics, necessitating a more nuanced

analysis and the division of deviance into distinct categories.

Within tight-knit communities, certain individuals attain a unique status that

grants them permission to deviate from norms without facing significant

backlash. This can include individuals who hold esteemed positions or those

labeled as “sick,” allowing them to step outside standard performance

expectations. Interestingly, these deviators may actually reinforce group

cohesion, acting as symbols or “mascots” who connect others through shared

roles, despite facing reduced respect or social status.

The chapter introduces the “in-group deviant,” a person whose deviations

are recognized within their specific group context, as opposed to an “isolated

deviator” who, while present in the community, lacks a sense of belonging.
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The in-group deviant serves a special function, often helping to bridge gaps

between other members and drawing them together, especially when

external pressures threaten to alienate them.

As the analysis shifts to larger social contexts, deviations take on new

meanings and complexities. A notable type is the “disaffiliate,” individuals

who intentionally reject social roles tied to basic institutions such as family,

employment, or social class. This category encompasses eccentrics, cultists,

and those forming unique sub-communities or "deviant communities," where

nonconformity is not just a personal choice but a collective identity. Such

groups include various marginalized lifestyles, such as drug addicts or

bohemians, who openly reject societal norms and may be seen as failing to

strive for conventional success.

The chapter further explores how social deviants may perceive themselves as

not only equal to their normative counterparts but often superior, presenting

alternative lifestyle models. This challenges the traditional social hierarchy

and showcases a form of rebellion against societal expectations that can

resonate even with conventional individuals seeking authenticity.

Additionally, the text discusses how "deviant communities" could

theoretically fulfill similar functions for society at large as in-group deviants

do within smaller groups. However, the variation and instability inherent in

larger social landscapes complicate this dynamic, making clear, structured
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functionalities more challenging to establish.

Lastly, it acknowledges the overlapping identities between in-group

deviants, social deviants, and members of ethnic or racial minority

groups—many of whom share experiences of stigma and social exclusion.

Despite this shared plight, the chapter posits that detailed analyses of each

category reveal distinct social behaviors and attitudes towards acceptance,

often revealing how different contexts influence the experience of deviance

and stigma.

Through this examination of deviations and deviance, the chapter elucidates

the intricate relationship between individual behavior, group norms, and

broader societal constructs, highlighting the fluidity and complexity of social

identities.
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