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All of the participants in the current study were defined as legally blind—eight were 

completely blind (five of them from birth) and the other seven were visually impaired. In 

addition to this heterogeneity in visual capacity, there was also a wide range of variation with 

regard to the visibility of the impairment. While some of the students have an impairment, 

and could be identified the moment they enter a room (due to the use of a cane or guide dog, 

or an unusual eye appearance), others have hidden impairment , allowing them to “pass” as 

non-disabled (Goffman, 1963). As Ayelet, one of the study participants who has a hidden 

impairment, explains:

Even if today I'm pretty open and tell people that I am visually 

impaired and that’s the situation, how long can you do it ? Will you 

tell every person you meet ? Why do I need to put a label on my 

forehead ?...When you have a visible disability, people know it, thus 

the functioning is different than in the case in which you have to 

explain it every time, again and again.

Some of the students were making efforts to hide their impairment shared with me their 

various techniques, which included:

• Pretending to talk on their cell phone while walking in the street, so that if someone were 

to wave at them from across the street the students could say they were distracted and did 

not notice them waving

• Asking a friend to check off their name on the class attendance sheet when it is passed 

around, so that others will not notice they need to bring the page very close to their face 

in order to see what is written

• Absolute prohibition on using a cane, even if there is a clear need, as this will 

undoubtedly stigmatize them as the ‘poor blind people.’ Instead, walk very slowly, hold a 

friend’s arm, or accept temporary dependence on others.
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It seems that these students are aware of the stigma associated with their impairment, and 

thus seek to control the perceptions of others so that they have the opportunity to be 

perceived as equals (Oleny and Brockelman, 2003).

During the analysis process, it occurred to me that there exists a similarity between the 

students’ narratives and that of “coming out of the closet,” which usually characterizes queer 

narratives and discourse. At that stage, I was not aware of the great deal of literature in 

Disability Studies that has proposed an analogy between disability and sexual orientation. 

This analogy suggests that people with disabilities have more in common with queers than 

with other categories of oppressed groups (oppression due to gender, race etc.) to which it is 

often compared (Gerland-Thomson, 1997; Olney and Brockelman, 2003; Samuels, 2003; 

Swain and Cameron,1999). The analogy stems from several similar characteristics (Samuels, 

2003; Swain and Cameron, 1999). First, both disability and sexual orientation are social 

labels; people in both groups have to come out and declare an identity which is outside of the 

mainstream. Second, both disability and sexual orientation share a history of an oppressing 

medical model, and both were hunted during history by eugenicists. Third, both people with 

disabilities and queers often do not share their identity with their families (unlike with race or 

ethnicity) and thus have to “cone out”  even in front of them, and fourth, both ability (as 

opposed to disability) and heterosexuality are presumed “unless otherwise stated” (Swain and 

Cameron, 1999, p. 68). This theme will discuss different processes of closeting and coming 

out that participants in the current study faced during their academic journey. 

For queers, Coming out is defined as a life – long process of exploring one’s sexual 

orientation and identity and sharing it with family, friends, co-workers and the world. 

Coming out is considered as a developmental process, which relates to the processes of 

recognizing, accepting, expressing and sharing ones’ sexual orientation with oneself and 

others (Cass, 1979). The current theme will describe the coming out process as it is 

experienced by the participants of this study, students with VI. 
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Three ways of self disclosure will be presented: closeting (self closeting and social closeting) 

and coming out. Closeting refers to situations in which the person is in the closet. An 

individual can choose to stay in the closet, or be pushed into the closet by others. This 

process will be named here self closeting and social closeting. Coming out refers to the 

process of self revealing the disabled identity to others. As demonstrated below, this process 

happens in stages in which the individual chooses when, where and to whom to reveal their 

identity. 

Self Closeting and Coming Out 

 Ayelet is a fourth year B.A. student with VI. Her impairment progressed in her mid-twenties 

and she decided to attend university a short time after it. Ayelet described her experience in 

the first year: 

You should have seen me in the first year, I was very scared and 

skeptical about how to do it in the sense that all of a sudden I 

had to develop new techniques to learn but also to expose 

myself, which is something that till I started my rehabilitation 

process, I had hidden. I made sure to hide it. Maybe I locked 

myself in, I did not want anyone to know that, I even did not 

want to hear. I lived in a bubble. My close family also did not 

know. I built walls around me and locked myself in front of 

everyone. I was closed, I did not speak. 

Ayelet‘s description reflects the experiences of many other students. Attending university is a 

phase which requires adjustment to a new environment with a flood of new demands. 

Students with VI have to develop their learning techniques and academic abilities, and also to 

confront their disability and present it to others: friends, lecturers, support services, 

administrative staff and faculty, and sometimes even to family members. This act of self 

disclosure changed across time and situations. Ayelet presents a closeting situation. Later in 
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the interview she explains the reason for it: “I am in a position of inferiority, as if something 

is wrong with me, that I have something unusual”. 

Moran, a first year B.A. students with a progressive VI also described her avoidance of using 

a cane throughout the first year. Unfortunately, Moran‘s impairment progressed during the 

research period, so she was forced to start using a cane.

Entering the classroom with a cane, it takes courage! Entering the 

class almost after a year you learn with them, and not all the students 

are aware (of the impairment), not because you do not want to (tell), 

because what? You go with a sign? ... A cane is some kind of 

statement ... a lot of times people make implications from what is 

seen. I was afraid of that moment of using the cane, because then 

people will associate me with the stigma, and I am not (what the 

stigma symbolizes). 

Both of these quotes illustrates that people with VI are aware of the stigma associated with 

their impairment. Participants in the current study were making choices about how, when 

and where to present themselves to others, sometimes even struggling about how, when and 

where to come out about their ‘disability identity’ (Samuels, 2003). The students appear to 

adapt their mode of self presentation to specific situations. Though Moran came out in front 

of her classmates in university, she is still in the closet in her hometown, as she describes: 

I get on the bus (next to the university) with the cane and get off at the 

station in the city I live in without it. Trying to focus myself in terms 

of vision, and I cannot walk without the cane. So I am walking very 

slowly ... it is my hometown station ... and people who know my 

family. It is really difficult for me. Really. I really want to get to that 

stage where I will also have no problem doing it there (using the cane 
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in that station). I would be very happy to get to the day when I  just 

don’t care.

Another example of closeting is an event that happened to Ayelet at the day the clock was 

changed to wintertime. Ayelet has night blindness, and due to the time change when she left 

the class it was already dark outside. She went out of the classroom building and could not 

see a thing. She knew that there are four steps in the building’s entrance and understood that 

she would not be able to locate them: “I had the dilemma of asking someone, there was a 

friend that just came out and it was like on the tip of the tongue but something prevented me 

from doing it. I am sure that if I asked someone he/she would do it gladly, but again it is just 

four miserable steps - from a sighted perspective, it’s like, so what?”. Eventually, Ayelet 

chose to stay in the closet and called her brother, who was waiting in his car outside of the 

campus, to come and help her.    

Nadav, an M.A. student, lost his sight during the second year of his B.A. Like Ayelet, Moran 

and Orly, Nadav  didn’t agree to use the cane : “I refused to walk with a cane, no, no, I could 

not, the cane was in my bag and I just could not take it out. It was very hard for me, very, 

very difficult...Emotionally, to take the blindness out was very, very hard. People did not 

notice my blindness... but it also did not matter if they could see it or not, I could not!  I did 

not digest it...From my perspective to get the cane out was to say here I am and I am blind.”

The process of coming out in the way Moran, Ayelet and Nadav faced it, included a long 

spell of  readjusting to the new situation. Thomas (1999) defines it is a story of changing the 

self identity. Self identity is a ‘key element’ in what Thomas termed “the psych-emotional 

consequences of disablism” (p. 48). These participants faced a loss of the self they had before 

the impairment progressed and had to reconstruct a new self. This reconstruction occurred 

through and against the society’s attitudes, stigmas and beliefs toward people with VI. Each 

participant chooses his/her own way of reconstructing the self. Moran had no other option 

than to come out of the closet and reveal her identity as a disabled person, while Ayelet is still 

struggling between closeting and coming out, as she described: “It is a kind of paradox, there 
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is a longing to hide but also an impulse to expose.” Nadav spent a year accompanied by a 

friend to every place till he could not make it anymore: 

This period of time when I refused to use the cane, I could not move 

anywhere without someone helping me, if it was at the university, at 

home, with my family, I was not independent, it really, really bothered 

me... when I was going without the cane I fell and got hit and just like 

that, I said enough! I do not want it anymore. I realized, I realized it 

was not coming back, I realized I can not and realized I should start to 

move around by myself. So I took it out.

Orly,  an M.A. student who is blind from birth and is identified as blind because of the look 

of her eyes, described her refusal to walk with a cane during high school:

Till the age of eighteen ahhh... me and the cane were not good friends, 

I could not touch this thing, because I felt that it is the stigma, you see 

me with a cane so I am blind, although my blindness is apparent, I did 

not understand it that way, I knew it but I said what? This is a label... 

so I depended on others, which is a bit stupid from my perspective 

today. The cane is the only matter which I just could not confront 

related to my disability. Then at the age of nineteen I had to leave the 

house for university, a new city, I needed to know new places, to move 

around, so I had no choice.

Samuels (2003, p. 233) claims that the coming out act is done by people whose  “bodily 

appearance does not immediately signal one‘s own sense of identity.” In Orly‘s case we 

notice that though her bodily appearance does signal blindness, in her own mind using a cane 

symbolizes coming out and declaring her blind identity. The transition to university forced 
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Orly to come out, be more independent in her mobility skills and by doing so this revealed 

her identity to others. 

Eventually, Orly, Nadav and Moran got guide dogs. Guide dogs are a clear indication that 

someone is blind, but compared to a cane that connects with many negative stereotypes and 

stigmas, a guide dog symbolizes strength and competence. This issue will be discussed in the 

social functioning theme. 

 

Social Closeting

During her studying Orly had to do an internship as a teacher in an 

elementary school. Orly described a situation in which the school’s 

principals tried to push her back into the closet:

They wanted me to wear sunglasses, claiming that the kids would be 

frightened by the look of my eyes. I said to the principal that kids have 

to accept me the way I am, and indeed the kids were very curious and 

took off my glasses, asking me why are you wearing glasses? So one 

day I came into school without them, no one was afraid and the kids 

wanted to see my eyes... the principal said listen, I don’t know if you 

are aware of it, but your eyes are quite different, it is not really 

aesthetic and so on. I answered listen, unfortunately I did not look in 

the mirror today, but on the other hand I don’t think I am a monster.

This situation is an example of a social closeting. Orly was asked to hide her bodily 

appearance, which symbolizes her disabled identity. This attempt to closet Orly’s identity was 

not successful, but definitely represents the attitudes that society holds toward people with 

disabilities. 
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Summary

Cameron and Swain (1999, p. 76) claim that coming out for disabled people “is a process of 

redefinition of one’s personal identity through rejecting the tyranny of the normate, positive 

recognition of impairment and embracing disability as a valid social identity”. I would like to 

suggest another explanation for this process as it occurred in the current study. The coming 

out process, for participants in this study, was indeed a process of redefinition of the personal 

identity, though most of the times it happened due to their need to acquire better functioning 

during their academic journey. The university environment and its demands sometimes 

enforced them to come out and declare their identities as disabled. Coming out had a positive 

impact on the personal identities of the participants, and in performing this act of coming out 

they were also, unnoticeably, changing the meaning of disability to their surroundings.    


