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Within and beyond Symbolic Interactionism, sociological studies of bisexual, 

transgender, lesbian, and gay (BTLG) populations have expanded dramatically 

in the past two decades. Although such studies have invigorated our 

understanding of many aspects of BTLG life and experience, they have thus far 

left BTLG Pride relatively unexplored. How do BTLG populations experience 

Pride, and what insights might such efforts have for sociologically 

understanding such populations and events? We examine these questions 

through an interview study of bi+ people (i.e., sexually fluid people who 

identify as bisexual, pansexual, or otherwise outside of gay/straight binaries; 

Eisner, 2013). Specifically, we analyze how bi+ people negotiate both (1) 

experiencing Pride as “outsiders within” the broader BTLG population (Collins, 

1986), and (2) framing who Pride is for and what it means in practice. In so 

doing, we demonstrate how Interactionist analyses of certain groups’ meaning 

making around and experiences of Pride can expand existing sociologies of 

BTLG populations, bisexual experience, and Pride. 
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Within and beyond Symbolic Interactionism, sociological studies of bisexual, 

transgender, lesbian, and gay (BTLG1) populations have expanded dramatically in the past two 

decades (see, e.g., Gamson & Moon, 2008; Ghabrial, 2019; Schrock et al., 2014; Worthen, 

2013). Implications of these studies include that BTLG populations navigate shared and 

separate systems of sexual and gender inequality throughout their interactional experiences 

(Sumerau & Mathers, 2019) while building collective and sexual-gendered specific 

communities, organizations, and movements in the process (Moon & Tobin, 2018). Although 

such studies have invigorated our understanding of many aspects of BTLG life and experience, 

they have thus far left BTLG Pride relatively unexplored (but see Brown-Saracino & Ghaziani, 

2009; Bruce, 2013, 2016). How do BTLG populations experience Pride, and what insights 

might such efforts have for sociologically understanding such populations and events?  

 We examine these questions through an interview study of bi+ people (i.e., sexually 

fluid people who identify as bisexual, pansexual, or otherwise outside of gay/straight binaries, 

Eisner, 2013). Specifically, we analyze how bi+ people negotiate both (1) experiencing Pride 

as “outsiders within” (Collins, 1986) the broader BTLG population, and (2) framing who Pride 

is for and what it means in practice. In so doing, we demonstrate how Interactionist analyses 

 
1 As we have done elsewhere, in this paper, “we flip conventional articulations of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender (LGBT) to symbolically note (1) the direction of sociological focus to date in relation to the shifted 

focus of our analysis, (2) the relative amount of funding and attention – within and beyond sociology – each group 

has achieved in the past 75 years from least (B) to greatest (G), and (3) the importance of disaggregating  

assumptions of similarity in the experiences of sexual and gender minorities (see Worthen 2013),” (Mathers et al., 

2018, p. 948). 
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of certain groups’ meaning making around and experience of Pride can expand existing 

sociologies of BTLG populations, bisexual experience, and Pride. It is not our intention, 

however, to generalize these findings to all bi+ people or manifestations of Pride. Rather, we 

use this case to argue Interactionism may be especially well suited for expanding sociological 

examinations of Pride as well as other BTLG symbolic and material terrains.  

 

BTLG Interactionism 

 

 Symbolic Interactionism is a sociological perspective which posits that people act 

toward things, other people, and events based on the meanings said people have for those 

things, other people, and events (Blumer 1969; Goffman 1963; Schwalbe et al., 2000). In other 

words, Symbolic Interactionists are primarily concerned with how people assign meaning to 

elements of social life and then respond to or shift those meanings in various settings (Goffman, 

1974). 

In 2010, the journal Symbolic Interaction published a special issue on sexualities where, 

among other things, scholars argued that emerging studies of gay/lesbian communities 

provided ripe opportunities for expanding (1) sociological approaches to sexualities, and (2) 

Symbolic Interactionism as a theoretical and empirical tradition (see, e.g., Adams, 2010; 

Plummer, 2010; Waskul & Plante, 2010). Specifically, these scholars noted the importance of 

hallmark Interactionist theorizing on, for example, identity construction (Schwalbe & Mason-

Schrock, 1996), narratives (Plummer, 1994), meaning systems (Goffman, 1977), embodiment 

(Hutson, 2010), and inequality reproduction (Schwalbe et al., 2000) to any sociological 

attempts to understand the experiences of sexual minorities. In so doing, they called for the 

development of a systematic Symbolic Interactionist approach to lesbian/gay studies.  

 Expanding on these insights while reviewing decades of existing sociological work on 

gay/lesbian populations, Schrock and associates (2014) argued that Symbolic Interactionism 

was especially well-suited for such study because much of the work on gay/lesbian experiences 

throughout social science was built upon Interactionist articulations of the negotiation of 

meanings, identities, practices, and inequalities over time (see also Moon, 2005; Sumerau & 

Cragun, 2014; Wolkomir, 2006). They further argued that lesbian/gay studies, as well as 

systems of sexual inequality like heteronormativity, relied upon ongoing contests, or 

information games (Goffman, 1959) concerning the meanings of sex, gender, and sexualities 

within and between different social groups (see also Garcia, 2012; McQueeney, 2009; Schrock 

et al., 2004). In sum, they demonstrated much of lesbian/gay sociology involved scholars doing 

Symbolic Interactionist inspired analyses whether or not they named it as such.  

 Although these theoretical interventions were groundbreaking at the time, they 

typically limited their articulation of Interactionism to studies of lesbian/gay people specifically 

(Sumerau & Mathers, 2019). In 2016, however, this focus began to change as Symbolic 

Interaction hosted a symposium on the work of Harold Garfinkel (1967). Specifically, scholars 

articulated the importance of gender – and transgender people and experiences particularly – 

to the creation and development of Symbolic Interactionism as a theoretical discipline and 

framework (see, e.g., Fenstermaker, 2016; O’Brien, 2016; Schilt, 2016). As such, they called 

for a re-incorporation of transgender experiences and perspectives into Interactionism. Echoing 

prior Interactionist work on trans people (see, e.g., Mason-Schrock, 1996; Schilt, 2010; 

Sumerau et al., 2013), they suggested such re-incorporation could overcome limitations in prior 

Interactionist work (see also Schilt & Lagos, 2017; Sumerau, 2020).  

 Even as transgender studies begin to find their way into more Interactionist and broader 

sociological discussions, these fields remain mostly devoid of what Moss (2012) calls a 

bisexual lens on social life. Recognizing this pattern and the interconnections between existing 

studies of BTLG communities, Sumerau et al., (2020) argued that non-binary sexual and gender 
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populations provided an ideal case for (1) revealing binary assumptions and unasked questions 

in social science as a whole, and (2) examining the interactional construction of multiple, 

interconnected systems of sex, gender, and sexual meanings and inequalities including but not 

limited to heteronormativity (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009), homonormativity (Mathers et al., 

2018), transnormativity (Johnson, 2016), and mononormativity (Barringer et al., 2017). In so 

doing, they argue a bisexual and/or nonbinary Symbolic Interactionism may dramatically 

transform and expand sociological understandings of sex, gender, and sexualities in society.  

 We thus see our efforts here as the latest example in the ongoing development of BTLG 

Interactionism. Especially as each of the above theoretical interventions emphasizes the 

importance of symbolic resources in the negotiation of BTLG identities, experiences, and 

communities, we utilize the case of Pride as an opportunity to explore the negotiation of such 

symbolic terrains beyond the context of any one segment of the BTLG population (see also 

Bruce, 2013; Kates & Belk, 2001; Ward, 2003). At the same time, however, we recognize that 

both bi+ perspectives (Sumerau et al., 2020) and Pride events (Johnston & Best, 2012) are, at 

present, rarely examined in Symbolic Interactionist literatures, and thus we also extend the 

empirical terrain of our field. Before turning to our methods and analysis, we thus provide a 

concise summary of existing Interactionist studies of BTLG experience.  

 

Symbolic Interactionist Studies of BTLG Experience 

 

 As suggested in the previous section, there is a long tradition of Symbolic Interactionist 

research concerning BTLG populations (see, e.g., Gagnon & Simon, 1973; Garfinkel, 1967; 

Goffman, 1963; Scott & Lyman, 1968). Although problematic in many ways (see, e.g., Schilt 

& Lagos, 2017; Schrock et al., 2014; Sumerau & Mathers, 2019), classic Interactionism often 

utilized the prejudice and discrimination faced by BTLG populations as deviant or exceptional 

cases for demonstrating the (1) social construction of (cisgender heterosexual) norms and 

beliefs throughout society, and (2) the conceptualization of Interactionist approaches to identity 

(Mason-Schrock, 1996), narrative (Plummer, 1994), inter-group (Sandstrom, 1990), 

ideological (Gagné & Tewksbury, 1998), and other systems of meaning, interpretation, and 

reflection (see also Sumerau, 2020 Goffman, 1977; West & Zimmerman, 1987). In so doing, 

such work paved the way for the expansion of BTLG sociological studies in the past couple 

decades.  

 In fact, whether sociologists explicitly reference Symbolic Interactionism in their works 

or not, the influence of Interactionism is clear in the emergence of studies focused on the 

construction and presentation of transgender (Buggs, 2020), bisexual (Moss, 2012), lesbian 

(Acosta, 2013), and gay (McGrady, 2016) identities. We see similar influence in studies 

exploring the identity work of people who identify as asexual (see, e.g., Scherrer, 2008; 

Dawson et al., 2016; Sumerau et al., 2018a), polyamorous (see, e.g., Benson, 2017; Moss, 

2012; Wolkomir, 2019), and kinky (see, e.g., Bauer, 2014; Newmahr, 2011; Simula, 2012). 

We even see similar forms of identity and emotion work (Hochschild, 1983) among people who 

identify as allies to BTLG communities (see, e.g., Forbes & Ueno, 2020; Mathers et al., 2018; 

Sumerau et al., 2020) and parents of BTLG people (see, e.g., Broad, 2011; Fields, 2001; 

Johnson & Best, 2012). In all such cases, Interactionist concepts and approaches find regular 

voice in studies of BTLG, as well as other sexual and gender related, constructions of identity.  

 Many studies of BTLG identity construction also examine how such populations 

integrate their sexual and/or gender identities with other aspects of personhood. For example, 

scholars have examined how transgender (Sumerau & Mathers, 2019; Sumerau et al., 2016), 

bisexual (Moon et al., 2019; Sumerau et al., 2019), lesbian (McQueeney, 2009; Ponticelli, 

1999), and gay (Creek, 2013; Javaid, 2020) people construct religious identities. Researchers 

have also examined how BTLG people construct racial identities (Han, 2015), identities as 
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parents (Berkowitz, 2011), conceptualizations of friendship (Ueno & Gentile, 2015), and online 

presentations of self (Conner, 2019). In all such cases, Interactionist approaches are at the 

forefront of sociological analyses of BTLG identity construction, presentation, and negotiation.  

 We can see a similar utilization of Interactionist conceptualizations of meaning making 

in studies of BTLG narrative construction related to sexualities, gender, and other aspects of 

social life. For example, researchers have demonstrated how lesbian women (Crawley & 

Broad, 2004) and bisexual people (Scherrer et al., 2015) construct narratives to make sense of 

their sexual lives and familial connections (see also Padavic & Butterfield, 2011). Researchers 

have also examined how the narratives media outlets (Lampe et al., 2019; Miller, 2019; 

zamantakis & Sumerau, 2019), religious leaders (Burke, 2014; Moon & Tobin, 2018; Sumerau 

& Cragun, 2014), and non-BTLG people (Mathers et al., 2018; Sumerau et al., 2018b; Sumerau 

& Grollman, 2018) construct and disseminate meanings about sexual and gender minorities in 

society (see also Stone, 2019; Moore, 2011). As Plummer (1994) predicted long ago, narratives 

have proven to be an integral intersection of Symbolic Interactionism and BTLG studies (see 

also Loseke & Cavendish, 2001).  

 Reminiscent of examples by Goffman (1963) and Sandstrom (1996), long ago and in 

recent years, have also witnessed increased attention to spaces and scenes of BTLG interaction 

(Mathers, 2017; Stone et al., 2020; Stone, 2013). In some cases, for example, researchers have 

drawn attention to regional and geographic variations in BTLG experience (see, e.g., Barton, 

2012; Rogers, 2020; Stone, 2018). Researchers have also examined gendered interaction 

patterns in gay bars (Hartless, 2019), variation in discourse within lesbian communities 

(Forstie, 2018), interpersonal patterns of activity in gay neighborhoods (Orne, 2017), the 

construction of music scenes (Pearce & Lohman, 2019), the establishment of religious 

communities (Sumerau et al., 2015), gay/lesbian people’s interactions with trans people (Stone, 

2009), and the utilization of online space (de Koster, 2010). Following Mason-Schrock (1996), 

such studies demonstrate the variation and importance of BTLG interactional patterns and 

spaces. 

 Not surprisingly, we would thus see the few sociological studies of Pride events as 

examples of such analyses (Bruce, 2016). Researchers have, for example, demonstrated the 

interpersonal construction and experience of Pride events in the southeastern U.S. (Bruce, 

2013) and various urban areas in the northeast and on the west coast of the U.S. (see Kates & 

Belk, 2001 for an example and review), in relation to gentrification and other political debates 

in the Midwestern U.S. (Vogler, 2016), and in varied nations across the world (Peterson et al., 

2018). Research also demonstrates that inequalities tied to race, class, and gender influence the 

planning and execution of Pride events (Brown-Saracino & Ghaziani, 2009; Ward, 2003) and 

the experience of such events by allies (Johnson & Best, 2012; Stone, 2020). Although these 

studies generally ignore the narration or internal negotiations of Pride by a given group of B, 

T, L, and/or G people, they suggest that Pride events represent settings and scenes ripe for 

Interactionist and broader sociological analysis.  

 It is this potential we focus on here. Specifically, we conceptualize Pride events as 

symbolic spaces for the narration of BTLG identities and the negotiation of interpersonal 

dynamics between bisexual, transgender, lesbian, gay, and other sexual and gender populations 

(see also Bruce, 2016; Brown-Saracino & Ghaziani, 2009; Stone, 2020). In so doing, we utilize 

the case of bisexual people’s narrative reflections on Pride events to illustrate how Symbolic 

Interactionist analyses may expand our understanding of both Pride events and how people of 

different sexual and/or gender identities experience these events. As such, we argue that Pride 

events offer an opportunity for the latest expansion of a systematic Symbolic Interactionism 

focused upon and more inclusive of BTLG social life.  
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Methods 

 

Data 

 

 Data for this study come from 40 in-depth interviews with bi+ people between the ages 

of 21-30 in the Chicago area. Chicago is known as a place containing a vibrant gay/lesbian 

community (Orne, 2017), but also represents a space wherein bisexual and transgender people 

may face more negative experiences than their gay/lesbian peers (Steele et al., 2018). To be 

eligible for participation, one had to identify as bi+ (regardless of the specific terminology they 

used), be between the ages of 20-30, and live in or near the city.  

All interviews were conducted by the first author between 2017-2018. Interviews were 

semi-structured and covered topics related to current bi+ events or issues. They also focused 

on respondents’ life history narratives as they related to sexuality, coming out, learning about 

sexuality in early life, and navigating sexuality in their families, workplaces, friendship 

networks, local communities, religious contexts, and educational settings. Even though bi+ 

people are the largest sexual minority group (Gates, 2011), their perspectives and experiences 

are overwhelmingly underrepresented in sociological, social scientific, and Symbolic 

Interactionist studies (Monro et al., 2017). The first author thus sought to understand how bi+ 

people made sense of contemporary issues and being bi+ through in-depth conversations 

capable of bringing such experiences and reflections into existing scholarship. 

The first author recruited participants through a screening survey shared to multiple 

LGBTQ-focused online groups. The screening survey asked respondents about their age, 

gender identity, sexual identity, if they lived in the area where the first author was conducting 

interviews, and if they would be willing to share an email address so the first author could 

contact them if they were eligible for the study. Those who participated in the study were also 

invited to share information with others who may be interested in participating. Interviews 

were, on average, two and a half hours in length, with the longest interview approaching five 

hours and the shortest at just under one hour. 

Although all respondents identified as bi+, they varied in other socially relevant ways. 

Specifically, 23% of respondents are people of color, 10% stated they were outside of the 

middle class, and 13% are transgender. Furthermore, 80% of respondents are women, with 

73% cisgender women and 7% transgender women. Men comprise 15% of this sample, all of 

them cisgender and white, and nonbinary people comprise 5% of the sample.  

 

Table 1. Respondent Demographics2 

 

Pseudonym Age Sexual Identity Gender Race Class Now  Education 

Addison 25 Bisexual, Pansexual, 

Queer 

Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Master’s 

Agatha 25 Bisexual Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle  Doctorate 

in progress 

Ava 24 Pansexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

Black Working Bachelor’s 

Becca 27 Not Straight Transgender 

Woman 

White Poor Associate’s 

Bridget 30 Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

 
2 Demographics based on respondent self-reports 
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Cassidy 27 Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

Christie 27 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower 

Middle 

Doctorate 

in progress 

Cole 26 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Man 

White Middle Bachelor’s 

Daria 27 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Master’s in 

Progress 

Davey 24 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Man 

White Upper 

Middle 

Master’s 

Delilah 30 Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Master’s 

Elliot 23 Bisexual Cisgender 

Man 

White Middle Bachelor’s 

Faye 24 Bisexual, Pansexual, 

Panromantic 

Asexual 

Cisgender 

Woman 

Multiracial 

(Asian and 

White) 

Lower 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

Griffin 29 Bisexual Cisgender 

Man 

White Middle Bachelor’s 

Harriet 22 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Master’s in 

progress 

Inez 28 Queer, Fluid Cisgender 

Woman 

Multiracial 

(Asian and 

White) 

Middle Doctorate 

in Progress 

Jackson 21 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Man 

White Upper 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

in Progress 

Jane 29 Bisexual Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Master’s 

Jenny 26 Pansexual Transgender 

Woman 

White Upper 

Middle 

Doctorate 

in Progress 

Kimber 24 Pansexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Bachelor’s 

Luna 26 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

Latinx/ 

Chicana 

Middle Bachelor’s 

Lynne 26 Bisexual, Pansexual, 

Queer  

Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower Master’s 

Matilda 25 Queer Transgender 

Woman 

White Upper 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

Neko 21 Fluid Nonbinary Asian Lower 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

in Progress 

Olivia 27 Bisexual Cisgender 

Woman 

Latina Lower 

Middle 

Master’s 

Parker 24 Queer Nonbinary White Middle Bachelor’s 

Penelope 28 Queer, Panromantic 

Demisexual 

Cisgender 

Woman 

White Upper 

Middle 

Doctorate 

in Progress 

Quinn 26 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Bachelor’s 
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Rory 30 Bisexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Bachelor’s 

Roxanne 28 Bisexual Cisgender 

Woman 

Pacific 

Islander 

Middle Bachelor’s 

Sebastian 25 Pansexual Cisgender 

Man 

White Upper 

Middle 

Master’s 

Sloane 25 Bisexual, Pansexual Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Master’s 

Summer 28 Bisexual Cisgender 

Woman 

Latina and 

White 

Middle Bachelor’s 

Tabitha 30 Pansexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower Doctorate 

in Progress 

Tegan 27 Pansexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Middle Master’s in 

Progress 

Vera 30 Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

Asian Middle Doctorate 

in progress 

Vivienne 28 Pansexual, Queer Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower 

Middle 

Master’s in 

Progress 

Whitney 26 Bisexual, Pansexual Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

Yvette 26 Bisexual Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

Zoey 23 Bisexual, Pansexual, 

Queer 

Cisgender 

Woman 

White Lower 

Middle 

Bachelor’s 

 

Positionality and Analysis 

 

The first author initially got the idea for this study as a graduate student preparing to 

take preliminary exams in sociology of sexualities. Specifically, the first author recognized that 

out of an entire reading list of over 100 sources dedicated to the topic of sexualities research 

and theory in sociology, an extraordinarily small portion of these sources focused on bi+ people 

and experiences. As a bisexual person zirself, the first author was struck by this omission in 

the sociological literature, especially since bi+ people are (and were at the time) the largest 

sexual minority group in the U.S. (Gates, 2011). Thus, the first author continued reviewing the 

sociology of sexualities literature beyond zir preliminary exam reading list and recognized that 

this pattern of bi+ erasure was not unique to zir reading list; rather, the list reflected a broader 

pattern in the field where issues related to bi+ people were not given serious attention in 

sociology or other social sciences more broadly (Monro et al., 2017).  

In response to this, the first author designed a study to investigate bi+ people’s 

experiences in a time where same-sex marriage had recently been deemed legal by the U.S. 

Supreme Court, and narratives of things “getting better” for some BTLG people circulated in 

popular media and community spaces despite bi+ and trans people often being left behind by 

these “victories” (Mathers et al. 2018). The first author specifically sought to gain an 

understanding of how bi+ people made sense of themselves and their experiences in a society 

that seemed to believe that conditions were improving for BTLG people despite evidence that 

bi+ people still experienced structural disparities related to wages (Mize, 2016), health (Gorman 

et al. 2015), and violence (Walters et al. 2013). The first author recruited the second author, an 

openly bisexual expert in BTLG community dynamics, to investigate these dynamics more 

deeply in the lives of respondents.  
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We took a grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) approach to our analysis, and our analysis 

developed inductively (Kleinman, 2007). To do this, the first author conducted open coding of 

the data and identified themes related to how respondents assigned meaning to BTLG 

community broadly. Through this process, Pride events emerged as a salient space where 

respondents negotiated such meanings, and the first author started probing for this topic 

specifically in later interviews. Thus, while respondents discussed dynamics of interacting with 

BTLG others beyond Pride in the larger study, our focus here is specifically about Pride events 

because the physical and symbolic space of Pride repeatedly came up as a fraught space in 

respondents’ discussions about navigating BTLG community.  

We extracted all conversations about Pride and did more focused coding of these 

responses. We compared our analyses multiple times until we arrived at the patterns outlined 

in this analysis. Specifically, we found two overarching themes in the data: first, bi+ people 

feeling like they don’t belong at Pride despite being – theoretically – included in the BTLG 

community. We analyze this dynamic as an example of bi+ people as outsiders within (Collins, 

1986) Pride. Second, respondents framed Pride as a problematic event because of gendered, 

racialized, and classed dynamics of Pride events, which we discuss in the latter half of the 

analysis that follows.  

 We then looked to the literature on Interactionism and sexuality, Pride, bi+ studies, and 

BTLG community dynamics. In so doing, we noted that even though Interactionists, and 

sociologists more broadly, have attended to the social construction of sexuality and gender, 

there was a dearth of scholarship on Pride events and what these events mean to bi+ people. 

We thus went back through our data, examining how bi+ people experienced and defined Pride 

and comparing and contrasting these efforts to existing literatures. This process allowed us to 

outline the ways bi+ people narrate their own position and the broader nature of Pride. In the 

analysis that follows, we illustrate these patterns, and though we treat each separately for the 

purposes of analytic clarity, respondents often spoke to both topics in their narration. 

 

Findings 

 

Outsiders Within Pride 

 

 To understand Pride from a bisexual perspective (Sumerau et al., 2020) or through a 

bisexual lens (Moss, 2012), we must begin by recognizing the curious social location bi+ 

people occupy vis-à-vis the broader BTLG population. On the one hand, bi+ people represent 

the largest sexual minority population (Barringer et al., 2017; Compton et al., 2015; Gates, 

2011), and a population that has been actively involved in modern BTLG history and politics 

(Eisner, 2013; Gamson, 1995; Simula et al., 2019). On the other hand, bi+ people are 

consistently underrepresented and/or erased from media, religious, political, LG, and other 

narratives and assumptions about BTLG populations and sexualities more broadly (McLean, 

2007; Mize, 2016; Monro et al., 2017). As such, bi+ people represent, paradoxically, both the 

most empirically present and the least visible portion of BTLG population.  

 This type of contradiction, however, is not uncommon in a society predicated upon 

multiple, intersecting forms of inequality (Schwalbe et al., 2000). Rather, Patricia Hill Collins 

(1986) conceptualizes such contradictory social locations as situations wherein people become 

“outsiders within,” since they are both part of a given group and at the same time, not fully 

included within said group. In such cases, Collins (1986) argues that “outsiders within” develop 

a specific perspective that allows them to both negotiate contradictory spaces and shed light 

upon aspects of such spaces that are not as easily visible to people completely outside or 

completely within such contexts (see also Collins, 1990; in relation to BTLG populations, see 
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also Sumerau & Mathers, 2019). In this section, we explore how bi+ people experience Pride 

as a physical and symbolic space where they are “outsiders within.” 

 In fact, often the first things our respondents said in their discussions of Pride involved 

narrating how Pride events were simultaneously places to which they might go at varied times, 

and situations where they almost always felt invisible and thus not necessarily included within 

or part of the event. Addison, for example, began her discussion of Pride by noting that “[i]t 

just makes bisexuality or pansexuality feel brushed off again or invalidated or like it’s not real.” 

Elaborating on a similar opening statement, Bridget added:  

 

There’s definitely not as much presence for like bi or pan people. I do think that 

there’s some of that erasure where, like, if you’re there with someone of the 

same gender or like perceived to be the same gender, that people will assume 

that you’re just gay or lesbian. 

 

Likewise, Cole said: “I don’t hear much in the way of commentary about bisexuality one way 

or the other.” In these ways, our respondents said they felt invisible at Pride, and in so doing, 

implicitly – and at times explicitly, as shown in the following excerpt by Davey – defined Pride 

as a monosexual reality or space (see Sumerau & Mathers, 2019) in practice, no matter how it 

might be marketed otherwise: “There is a B in there, but I think there will be an assumption 

about who everyone is. You’re either the L, the G, or the T. ‘Cause people don’t think to think 

of bisexual people.”  

 Note that these feelings of invisibility shared by our respondents mirror the experiences 

of Black women erased in societal and historical discussions of Black and broader racial 

experiences in the U.S. (Cottom, 2019) and trans people erased from religious and scientific 

erections of bio-social reality (Sumerau & Mathers, 2019). They also mirror recent research on 

bisexual women of color’s experiences navigating exclusion and invisibility in multiple racial 

and sexual settings throughout their lives (Ghabrial, 2019). In such cases, groups within a given 

social setting feel their own symbolic erasure from such settings. In fact, as is common in the 

aforementioned cases (see, for example, shuster, 2017; Sumerau & Grollman, 2018; Wingfield, 

2019), such feelings also correspond to bi+ people, as illustrated by the following quote from 

Neko, feeling unwelcome at Pride events: “I went last year and I went with the girl I was seeing 

and ironically, both of us felt remarkably out of place.” Similarly, speaking about her reaction 

to attending Pride events, Harriet said: 

 

It caused me to do an honors thesis of biphobia in the lesbian community. ‘Cuz 

I noticed that everyone was wearing stars that said, “I’m a gold star lesbian”, 

and like wearing shirts that said, “I’m a gold star lesbian”. And I was like, “What 

does that say to people who don’t want to be gold star anything?” And so, yeah. 

That was my experience. 

 

Vivienne added,  

 

There’s really no events or anything that are for bisexual and pansexual and 

queer non-lesbian women. Or, for women really at all. That’s one of the things 

I’ve noticed most in the last like four months is there’s not really a queer space 

for women. 

 

Likewise, Whitney said,  

 



2592   The Qualitative Report 2022 

I feel like by and large if there’s an event, a commercial large event that is about 

like (scoffs) talking about Pride, that doesn’t include my experience for the most 

part. Like my experience as a bisexual woman, I think that kind of comes back 

to this idea that like even in the queer community I have been made to feel like 

I am not queer enough in some ways, so sometimes I don’t know if that’s even 

a space for me. 

 

Similar to how some trans people report not feeling queer in some BTLG spaces and how some 

nonbinary trans people report feeling not trans enough in some trans spaces (Barbee & Schrock, 

2019; Garrison, 2018; Sumerau & Mathers, 2019), respondents feel unwelcome (i.e., like 

outsiders) within BTLG spaces with little to no recognition of or engagement with bi+ ideas, 

symbols, or other community activities (see also Ghabrial, 2019; Moore, 2011 for similar 

experiences among Black queer women in predominantly white BTLG spaces).  

 According to our respondents, much of these dynamics come from the representational 

or symbolic presentation of Pride events, spaces, and norms (see Bruce, 2016 for a review on 

Pride norms and history). Like working- and lower-class people (Ward, 2003) as well as Black 

and other people of color (Vogler, 2016) in BTLG spaces dominated by white and class 

privileged gay and lesbian others, respondents – as illustrated in the following statement from 

Yvette – are keenly aware of who is and is not represented in the planning, presentation, and 

accomplishment of Pride events:  

 

What bi representation at Pride? What is it? What’s the joke, it’s not LGBT it’s 

like L G! (whispering) B T. Like, there’s one that’s in 72-point font and the rest 

of us are varying levels of existing. On bi representation day, or what is it, Bi 

Visibility Day, I always post a joke about, “be careful, y’all, they can see us!” 

 

Addison added,  

 

There’s definitely not as much visibility as there is with other things right now. 

Like, I feel like right now transgender issues are very much in the light. Whereas 

I don’t really know if bisexuality or pansexuality has been quite as talked about.  

 

 In all the examples above, bi+ respondents conceptualize Pride as a symbolic and 

physical space wherein they are “outsiders within” (Collins, 1986). Specifically, they are 

people listed in the community, but like transgender populations now and especially in the past 

(Stone, 2009), their inclusion in such events will take more than just adding a B to marketing 

and other symbolic materials. Likewise, they are people who may attend these events, and some 

of the people who the planners and organizers of these events say the events are for, but in 

practice, they report very little engagement with or activities specifically for them. This finding 

both sheds light on bi+ experience in BTLG Pride events, and, as we show in the next section, 

creates the conditions whereby they frame what Pride is and who it is for in practice.  

 

Framing Pride 

 

 Studying the experiences of Black women navigating social life as workers within and 

racial others outside of white families, Collins (1986) argued “outsiders within” develop unique 

perspectives on existing social arrangements. Specifically, she drew on Simmel’s concept of 

“the stranger” (1921) and Mannheim’s articulation of “marginal intellectuals” (1936) to show 

that bringing varied groups of outsiders within “into the center of analysis may reveal aspects 

of reality obscured by more orthodox approaches” (p. S15). In fact, as confirmed in the previous 
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section, Moss (2012) suggested centering bi+ people’s experience with societal patterns of 

hetero and mononormativity and within broader BTLG populations would provide a similarly 

useful “bisexual lens” on social life (see also Sumerau et al., 2020). In this section, we explore 

what bi+ people’s experiences as “outsiders within” reveal about Pride.  

 In so doing, our work here also responds to sociological questions raised a quarter of a 

century ago (Duggan, 2004; Seidman, 1993; Stryker, 2017). Surveying the development and 

fractures within lesbian/gay populations on the one hand, and bisexual/transgender populations 

on the other hand, in the early 1990’s, Gamson (1995) demonstrated a split wherein most 

lesbian/gay movements adopted essentialist, assimilation (later named homonormative, 

Duggan, 2004) politics geared toward fitting into heterosexual, cisgender norms predicated 

upon the continued marginalization of bisexual and transgender – as well as racial minority, 

lower class, polyamorous, and kinky – others. At the same time, most bisexual and transgender 

movements aligned with emerging queer politics predicated upon the eradication of social 

binaries, such as gay/straight, woman/man, and moral/immoral. As a result, Gamson (1995) 

asked if such divisions might facilitate very different standpoints on BTLG inter-population 

dynamics over time (see also Duggan, 2004).  

 Twenty-five years later, there is no more visible aspect of contemporary lesbian/gay 

and broader BTLG populations than Pride (Bruce, 2016). As demonstrated in the previous 

section, however, the bi+ people we studied clearly do not see Pride as a cultural, symbolic, 

and/or physical space where they feel welcome and included. Although this insight alone would 

suggest the divisions outlined by Gamson (1995) remain prominent, they also raise another 

important question: if bi+ people see Pride as not for them, at least in practice, then who is 

Pride for and what is it about? One way to examine this question involves examining how bi+ 

people frame (Goffman, 1974) what Pride is and who it is for. Following Goffman (1974), we 

thus examine what bi+ people say is going on here in relation to Pride. 

 To this end, we begin with bi+ women arguing that Pride events often feel unwelcoming 

and uncomfortable because of unwanted sexual advances in such spaces. Ava for example, 

sounds like she could be talking about a fraternity party (see Armstrong et al., 2014) when she 

shares experiences that made her uncomfortable at Pride events:  

 

The first and only time I went to Pride I was like 20, 21, and it was probably 

one of the worst experiences I’ve had in my life. It was just a lot of people 

touching me, and I just don’t like when random people touch me. And random 

people were touching my boobs, my butt, like I had girls just trying to get at me 

and I’m like “you’re touching me,” and I just – I can’t do it. It’s like, I felt like 

they were being super sexual. I feel like they go there to be overly like “OHH, 

everybody’s gay so it doesn’t even matter’. But it was just like this – and you’ll 

see men trying to hit on people. It was just gross. Like, just the whole thing. 

 

At the same time, Inez captured the complexity of positive feelings about a space for sexual 

expression and negative feelings about unwanted sexual advances at Pride:  

 

I also got groped a bunch, so that wasn’t great. But it also didn’t feel aggressive. 

In fact, it kind of felt a little loving, except I didn’t give my consent. So, there 

was just so many women, naked women of all colors and sizes and so that felt 

really cool and I was there with my high school friends, and we just thought it 

was awesome, but the groping wasn’t super great. 

 

Likewise, Jane provided the following example after saying she felt unwelcome, and even 

unsafe, at Pride events: “My wife got groped at Pride by this random person, this woman who 
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just walked up and grabbed her. I’ve been groped at Pride a couple of times.” In such cases, 

bi+ women framed Pride as a place where unwanted sexual advances created discomfort.  

 Rather than sexually progressive, the examples above align with other narrative cases 

where bi+ women framed Pride as a place or event for “party people” instead of for or about 

BTLG people necessarily. Further elaborating on her experience, Ava, for example, defined 

Pride as “A lot of drinking and just like that party shit.” Expanding on this idea, Addison said,  

 

Part of it might be that I’m not a huge fan of really, really large groups of people 

who are really drunk and out of control. And I feel like that’s kind of what Pride 

has become. And I’m all for celebrating being queer and pushing it into the 

public setting, but I’m not into making it just a giant party for everybody. 

 

Cassidy added, “I used to go to the Pride parade every year. Now I find it to be more, well, 

one, it’s like a fucking shitshow, being surrounded by screaming drunk people is not 

necessarily my idea of a good time anymore.” Rather than necessarily about anything related 

to BTLG populations specifically, bi+ women framed Pride as just another type of party 

wherein people got “drunk and out of control” in large groups. 

 

 Although bi+ women framed Pride as a potentially sexually dangerous party scene, bi+ 

men focused on who they believed Pride events were created for: straight people and gay men. 

For example, Cole stated:  

 

I get that gay men are the largest demographic in Boystown and are primarily 

being served by this event, but it’s like, this is supposed to be for queer and trans 

people across the board from every direction and gay men tend to monopolize 

queer spaces – this is no exception. 

 

Davey added: “I saw the crowd for Pride last year. Our straight roommate went with her friends 

and got trashed. It’s I don’t want to say appropriated, but it almost feels like it’s become an 

event for straight people to feel good about themselves, so why would I go?” Likewise, 

Jackson, after saying he doesn’t often go to Pride because its mostly gay men and straight 

people, added, “I don’t feel a kinship with the gay community. And I don’t feel a kinship with 

– if there is such a thing as the straight community because it is like the de facto, I don’t feel a 

kinship there either.” Rather than an event for the BTLG population, bi+ men saw Pride as an 

event specifically geared toward gay men and potential straight allies; a monosexual domain.  

 This type of framing, concerning who Pride is made by and designed for, also involved 

race. Echoing prior work on Black women’s experiences in mostly white BTLG spaces 

(Ghabrial, 2019; Moore, 2011), respondents, as illustrated by Ava, framed Pride – even in a 

racially diverse urban area – as mostly devoid of people of color:  

 

Where were black, brown people? They were missing. And there’s so much 

police at the Pride parties its fucking crazy. Like, and that was around the time 

when the Center was kicking—they still kick them out, but like there were a lot 

of, I think they were black and brown homeless trans youth. Or, they were queer, 

and they would stand on the corner and just kick it or whatever. And they would 

still be kicked out, and I would see it because I lived right across the street. And 

it was just a lot of the same shit on that. Like really just focusing on black and 

brown people, especially at night, who were in groups, and it felt like I really 

wasn’t safe. 
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Olivia added,  

 

This is a lot of white people, and a lot of white gay men. Where's my people 

why, like why am I not seeing more Latina or people of color? So, you know, 

it’s kind of changed a little bit for me. Then kind of knowing and understanding 

this perpetuation of the white gay male culture in Boystown and like I have a 

friend who is gay and also African American, and he struggles to find places to 

fit in too.  

 

In sum, respondents framed Pride as a white space, or as Luna put it, they explained that they 

were well aware of how “white of a space it is.” Especially considering that people of color are 

more likely to identify as bi+ than lesbian or gay (Compton & Bridges, 2018), the whiteness 

of Pride likely has important implications for the ways or bi+ people of color encounter Pride 

itself.  

 In fact, as suggested in work by Vogler (2016), this may also be the case for lower and 

working class BTLG people. This is because our respondents consistently framed Pride as a 

type of event tied to and constructed by the class interests of corporate America. Whether 

talking about the “ton of advertising,” “corporate sponsorships,” or the “various business and 

corporations” present at Pride events, respondents, as illustrated by the following quote from 

Cole, saw Pride as a space deeply influenced by class interests and inequalities: “Like, okay 

great all these big evil companies are trotting out their gay mascots. Like, I don’t care. That’s 

not what this is supposed to be about.” Echoing this sentiment, Delilah added,  

 

Like, most of the people that I knew going from work were straight people. And, 

um, which is fine, allies going and stuff like that, but it felt more like—a lot of 

the floats were just like businesses, or beer, or banks. Like, this doesn’t feel like 

this represents me and my experiences, or you know, my community, it felt 

business oriented.  

 

Elliot added, “It’s just very sanitized, especially after working at the HIV AIDS clinic and 

dealing with the very dark and harsh sides of LGBTQ problems.” In fact, Faye summed up the 

general consensus when she noted that “These huge Target shopping carts were a float, and 

they just rolled down the road, and I was like, this is super capitalist. This is really bad. So, 

ever since then I’ve been hyper aware of how Pride is used to sell things.” In sum, as Quinn 

put it, respondents framed Pride as a “business” event wherein “the last two thirds” of the Pride 

parade might be about “branding and all the corporate stuff.” 

  In all these cases, our respondents, as outsiders within the broader BTLG population, 

frame Pride itself as contrary to the type of place or event they would like to be included within. 

In contrast to marketing materials for Pride events that often emphasize unity, celebration, and 

the diversity of BTLG populations (Bruce, 2016), bi+ respondents frame Pride as a symbolic 

and physical space wherein bi+ experience is mostly invisible, and where unwanted sexual 

advances, heavy drinking and partying, emphasis upon gay men and potential straight allies 

only, whiteness, and the middle- and upper-class interests of corporate America take center 

stage. Although our study is relatively unique at this point in sociological history, these 

framings of, or assertions of what is going on at Pride suggest there is much for Interactionists 

to unpack through analyses of Pride events and BTLG depictions of such events (Goffman, 

1974).  
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Conclusions 

 

 We have used the experiences of bi+ people to demonstrate the usefulness of continuing 

the development of a systematic Symbolic Interactionist study of BTLG populations through 

the establishment of Interactionist analyses of Pride. Specifically, we demonstrated how this 

type of analysis may allow Interactionists to explore B, T, L, and/or G experiences as “outsiders 

within” (Collins, 1986) a given BTLG event or other meaning system, and the ways BTLG 

people “frame” (Goffman, 1974) different aspects of experience within and beyond specific 

physical and symbolic spaces. We thus provide a conceptual framework for utilizing 

Interactionist concepts and approaches to reveal meaning making, inequalities, and the 

complexity of experience related to Pride and other BTLG phenomena over time and across 

locations.  

 Our findings also have implications for emerging sociological studies of Pride (see, 

e.g., Bruce, 2016; Vogler, 2016; Ward, 2003). Although such studies have thus far focused on 

behind the scenes planning and organization of such events, or the overall characteristics and 

contents of such events in different places, we demonstrate there is also much to learn from the 

interpersonal experience, conflicts, and other meaning-making within such events. Likewise, 

whereas previous studies have examined how allies to and parents of BTLG people experience 

Pride (Johnston & Best, 2012; Stone et al., 2020), we know less about how T, B, L, and/or G 

people make sense of such events themselves (but see Bruce, 2016; Orne, 2017). Although 

relatively unique at this point in sociological and Interactionist history, our analysis thus 

provides a sensitizing (Blumer, 1969) case that draws attention to the possibilities and potential 

of future Symbolic Interactionist examinations of Pride related meanings and events.  

 Our findings also affirm emerging studies of bi+ experience (see, e.g., Barringer et al., 

2017; Scherrer et al., 2015; Sumerau et al., 2020) and extend these studies by demonstrating 

how bi+ people experience and conceptualize Pride. Whereas previous studies have 

demonstrated the marginalized social location of bi+ populations even within BTLG 

communities and broader society (Eisner, 2013; Ghabrial, 2019; Moon et al., 2019), we show 

how bi+ people experience relationships with broader BTLG populations as “outsiders within” 

and frame collective events in specific ways as a result. In so doing, our analysis reveals the 

importance of bi+ perspectives, or a “bisexual lens” (Moss, 2012) for understanding sexual 

inequalities within and beyond BTLG spaces and communities. We thus echo emerging 

research by calling for greater attention to bi+ experiences in various settings as well as in 

relation to race, class, gender, and sexual inequalities embedded throughout contemporary 

society (see also Monro et al., 2017).  

 This observation also affirms and lends conceptual tools to the development of a 

systematic Symbolic Interactionist approach to BTLG populations. When Plummer (2010) 

calls for analyses of the sexual complexity of society or Schrock and associates (2014) argue 

that Symbolic Interactionist approaches are especially important for understanding sexual 

inequalities in society, one pathway for accomplishing these endeavors may involve mobilizing 

Interactionist toolkits to ascertain the interpersonal negotiations, conflicts, and other meaning-

making that occurs within and between various portions of the broader BTLG population (see 

also Schrock et al., 2004). Likewise, when Interactionists seek to understand how social norms 

shift and remain stable over time in relation to political and other cultural transformations (see 

Dunn & Creek, 2015), continuity and change within and between BTLG populations may 

provide a case for theorizing broader sex, gender, and sexual politics (see also Schilt & Lagos, 

2017). As such, the examination of intergroup politics among BTLG populations may 

dramatically extend Interactionist – and broader sociological – understandings of gender and 

sexuality in society.  
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 In fact, our concise review of Symbolic Interactionist influence upon contemporary 

BTLG studies in sociology suggests this type of extension is already occurring because of 

previous calls for and accomplishments of more systematic Interactionist attention to BTLG 

populations, issues, and experiences. We see both our illustration of a Symbolic Interactionist 

approach to studying Pride and our utilization of bi+ people’s experiences with Pride for this 

purpose as next steps in this broader analytical project. We would thus argue that in much the 

same way, previous theoretical interventions proceeded greater attention to gay/lesbian, 

transgender, and bi+ experiences, and our work here provides another necessary step for 

Interactionists to expand our work and the confines of our tradition. Especially as the potential 

elements Pride Interactionists could study are countless (see Bruce, 2016 for many examples), 

we can only imagine what new insights such efforts might reveal.  

 This is because, as Sandstrom (1990) and Mason-Schrock (1996) noted long ago, fully 

understanding social life requires attention to the ways sexualities and gender are created, 

negotiated, sustained, and/or changed within group narratives and settings (see also Goffman, 

1977). To this end, there is currently no greater or more visible regularly recurring negotiation 

of sexual and gender norms available to the public than BTLG Pride, and thus BTLG Pride 

represents a mostly untapped opportunity for Interactionists to examine, compare, and contrast 

the negotiation of and reactions to sexual and gender behaviors, identities, and meaning 

systems over time. We thus close this article by asking a simple question: what might sociology 

and Symbolic Interaction learn from the development of a systematic study of Pride? Though 

our work here combines with other prior works to provide some clues, only a systematic study 

of Pride may elaborate all the possible answers to this question.  
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