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Abstract 

The combination of disability and gender studies has been a fairly recent 

undertaking – one that considers gender roles and expectations in the face of normative 

ideas around ability.  One area of disability studies that has not been adequately 

addressed is blindness.  This thesis will contribute to the body of literature surrounding 

blindness, generally, while also bringing blindness into conversation with gender.  I use 

interviews conducted with blind people across the gender spectrum from ages 18-28 to 

explore the ways they understand their gender in relation to their blindness as well as 

the ways they use performances to produce a counter-discourse to how non-blind 

people and society construct blindness.  The data that I gathered from my discussions 

with my participants, explored through the lens of various gender studies and disability 

theory frameworks, represents a paradigmatic shift in gender studies: we are no longer 

able to speak comfortably about categories of male and female, woman and man, even 

if we disturb those categories by disconnecting certain bodies with certain genders.  

The methods my participants employed, including various techniques that are 

simultaneously related yet distanced from gender, depict this shift in a unique manner.  

 

 

 



 Introduction 

So I’m not sure if that’s blindness related, but I also feel that 

maybe my blindness also impacted how I think about of things, 

and I feel like maybe in some ways it’s tied to my gender 

presentation and understanding, as well, and identification… 

(Blake, twenty-three years old, congenitally totally blind) 

 

The combination of disability and gender studies has been a fairly recent 

undertaking – one that considers gender roles and expectations in the face of normative 

ideas around ability.1 It is at the nexus of disability studies and gender studies that my 

project emerges.  Studies uniting these two fields include topics such as femininity in 

light of diseases such as breast cancer, how men construe their masculinity after losing 

a limb,2 and the parallels between coming out narratives of LGBTQ+ individuals and 

disabled people.3 Both areas of study benefit from communication with the other, and 

these analyses bring new information to each discourse.  Much of the work that has 

been completed that is related to gender is heavily linked to notions of how traditional 

forms of masculinity and femininity are connected to male and female bodies 

respectively,4 rather than leaving room for gender as a spectrum and the possibility that 

those who identify as a particular gender might adopt both masculine and feminine 

traits.   

One area of disability studies that has not been adequately addressed is 

blindness.  Although non-blindness is arguably one of the most valued and privileged 

                                                 
1 Barbara Hillyer, Feminism and Disability (London, United Kingdoms: University of Oklahoma Press, 

1993). 
2 Lenore Manderson, Surface Tensions: Surgery, Bodily Boundaries, and the Social Self (Walnut Creek, 

CA, USA: Left Coast Press, 2011). 
3 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997). 
4 Manderson, Surface Tensions. 



2 

 

aspects about the human body, it frequently goes unexamined.  The research that I 

found on blindness within the context of gender shows that the vast majority was 

geared towards women, and particularly towards their performance of femininity.  Not 

much work has been done on examining the specific experiences of the blind man, and 

even less has been done to explore the realities of living as a blind, non-cisgendered 

person.  This thesis will contribute to the body of literature surrounding blindness, 

generally, while also bringing blindness into conversation with gender.  I use 

interviews conducted with blind people across the gender spectrum from ages 18-28 to 

explore the ways they understand their gender in relation to their blindness as well as 

the ways they use performances to produce a counter-discourse to how non-blind 

people and society construct blindness.5   

In its earliest conception, the broad research question guiding my thesis was: 

how does being blind affect gender formation and performance among college-aged 

individuals, and how does gender affect their experience of being blind?  The 

secondary questions to this initial question included: what gendered techniques do 

blind people perform in order to defend against the stigma of blindness?; how are blind 

people expected to perform gender, and what happens when they don’t perform 

accordingly?; and, when blind people perform gender in a normative way, what, if 

anything, do they gain?  These questions were derived from researching disability 

theory and personal narratives of blindness, and through reviewing the research of Gili 

Hammer and Tara Fannon.  At the outset, since my knowledge of the realities of 

                                                 
5 I initially was looking to find what gender performances blind people use to produce this counter 

discourse, but upon analysis of my interviews, I discovered that the performances were not gendered in 

the ways I expected to find.  Rather than these performances being directly correlated to gender, they 

were more distanced; the gendered aspects of the performances I found were due more so to the fact that 

every person is a gendered person, and therefore all of their actions are gendered. 
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blindness was limited, I knew that I wanted to take a grounded theory approach and 

derive common themes from interviews with blind people instead of relying on pre-

existing research to drive my data collection and analysis, and as a result, risk missing 

something that was more significant to the lives of my participants.  This meant that as 

I analyzed conversations with my first few interviewees, I realized that my initial 

research questions were not entirely germane to their lived experiences, as the reader 

will discover.  I began to reevaluate my original questions, and while some of my data 

could speak to certain aspects of the initial research questions, such as what could be 

gained from specific performances, they cannot speak to all of them.  Indeed, some of 

the questions and mindsets that I had at the beginning of the interview process made 

me feel quite uncomfortable as I proceeded, which led me to pivot my framing of such 

questions.   

The area where I found the most significant results was one I had presumed 

would have a less prominent place in my thesis.  I had decided to interview blind 

people between the ages of 18-28, for reasons I will discuss below, and wondered if the 

circumstances of this age group (college-aged) would alter any of my findings.  Rather 

than finding that the student status of (the majority of) my participants was important, 

the fact that my participants were all situated within a certain generation instead 

contributed immensely to my understanding of their gender conception in relation to 

their blindness.  I feel that this process of assessing my original questions and troubling 

the categories that I discovered within my interviews not only was appropriate to my 

research, but also falls in step with the contemporary state of gender studies, which is 

going through a change in how the theory and literature considers gender and gendered 
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bodies.  The data that I gathered from my discussions with my participants, explored 

through the lens of various gender studies and disability theory frameworks, represents 

this paradigmatic shift in gender studies: we are no longer able to speak comfortably 

about categories of male and female, woman and man, even if we disturb those 

categories by disconnecting certain bodies with certain genders.  The methods my 

participants employed, including various techniques that are simultaneously related yet 

distanced from gender, depict this shift in a unique manner.  

 

Methods and Approach 

The decision to focus on students within the ages of 18-28 was based on several 

factors.  First, since it is my own age cohort, I suspected that any generational issues 

that people may have faced such as dealing with current college campus culture, 

pressure to find a job in a market that is unfavorable towards millennials, and 

navigating a dating culture conducted via a vast network of technology (including 

social media), would, likewise, make sense to me.  It was also a group that was fairly 

accessible given my situation within my own college community and with their ease of 

communication via various types of technology.  Indeed, themes surrounding 

connectivity and communication are particularly relevant to this population; topics of 

technology as it connects blind people at this age often came up in my interviews.   

I initially sought out participants for my study by asking those in the Whitman 

student body who were blind to participate.  I did this by requesting the administrator 

in the Academic Resource Center to extend an invitation on my behalf to participate in 

the interview process.  Unfortunately, none responded to my request, and I had to look 
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elsewhere.  I found a published list of the student presidents of state chapters of the 

National Association of Blind Students (NABS), which is a division of the National 

Federation of the Blind (NFB).  By contacting them, requesting that they complete 

interviews with me, and asking them to pass on my project information to others who 

may be interested, I was able to secure multiple participants.  One informant offered 

instructions on accessing the NABS listserv, where I, in turn, advertised my study.  I 

met one participant at an event held at Whitman College and requested to do an 

interview with her.  In all, I was able to speak with 14 blind people, six of whom 

identified as men, seven of whom identified as women, and one that was in the process 

of trying to understand how they wanted to identify and went hesitantly by gender 

queer while using fluid pronouns.  Ten were currently attending undergraduate 

programs, one was in a master’s program, one was in between undergraduate and 

graduate school, one had not yet started college but was taking classes at a school for 

the deaf and blind, and one had completed graduate school with a master’s degree. 

There is some bias in the sample due to the fact that all but one of the 

participants were involved in blindness organizations at one level or another.  This 

suggests that they had attained a certain level of comfort with their blindness and were 

willing to engage with the topic of blindness openly.  The fact that they would agree to 

do a recorded hour-long interview with me indicated that they didn’t mind talking 

about their blindness, at least in the context of research for a thesis.  In addition, many 

of my participants served as the president of various student chapters, which implied 

that they were more involved in different aspects of the blind community and were 

dedicated to helping others to achieved a higher degree of comfort with blindness.  
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Most of my participants also had some additional training in “blind skills,” having 

either gone to a grade school for the blind or to special training programs.  These 

programs teach skills that help blind people live independently, such as cane travel, 

reading braille, using public transportation, cooking, using specialized technology 

(such as screen readers and braille displays), and dealing with various barriers that are 

present in a society constructed for non-blind people.  Those who successfully pass 

through these programs arguably gain comfort with their blindness, and what it means 

to live a full life with blindness.  In addition, the position that most of my participants 

held within the NFB would also provide a possibility for bias.  Blindness organizations 

are founded on varying principles, and while their goals may be generally aligned, their 

methods for achieving those goals may be quite diverse.  The NFB holds the position 

that blindness is not the problem for blind people, but rather the “social attitudes” that 

non-blind people have about blindness.  With training in alternative techniques and a 

base of support, the NFB believes it is possible for blind people to do anything their 

non-blind peers can accomplish, even if in a slightly adjusted way.  This attitude could 

definitely be a source of difference between my participants (the majority of who were 

members of the NFB) and those blind people who do not belong to the NFB, or any 

other blindness organization.  

Twelve interviews were conducted over the phone, one interview was completed in 

person, and one was conducted over a video call.  Interviews lasted approximately one 

hour and were recorded with audio equipment for later transcription and analysis.  

Instead of trying to apply a theoretical framework onto the experiences of the 

informants before hearing what they had to say, I used a grounded theory approach to 



7 

 

the interviews.  I created a set list of questions that participants were given ahead of the 

interviews to review; however, given the open-ended structure of the questions, 

discussions often diverged to follow the topics that the participant felt were more 

important to discuss.  Interviews were conducted in this way to keep the findings as 

close to the lived experiences of the participants as possible.  As I continued through 

my interviews, I had to alter the order and phrasings of my questions so as to give more 

detail and information on certain topics and in order to look more closely at prevalent 

themes.  After receiving very similar responses from multiple participants on the same 

questions, I tended to de-emphasize those questions during the subsequent interviews 

in order to spend more time on matters that were not saturated.  The questions were 

designed to be open-ended enough to invite narrative responses, but they also had to be 

carefully worded so as not to lead participants to the places where I expected to find 

answers to my hypotheses.  This balance was somewhat difficult to achieve, as 

questions that were too broad tended to provoke vague and general answers.  It was 

also difficult not to be too targeted in asking questions regarding gender, since gender 

is not a concept that most people think about on a daily basis.  (See Appendix A for the 

list of interview questions, along with the interview guide sent to each participant.) 

After completing all of the interviews, each one was transcribed.  Analysis first 

took shape by rereading each interview to identify recurring themes.  From there, the 

themes were broken down into categories of different techniques and trends in gender 

performance.  Conclusions were drawn gradually as I continued to write on each of the 

themes I identified.   
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For the purposes of this thesis I deliberately use the term “blind” to describe 

study participants, unless they specifically asked to be referred to as visually impaired.  

As I understand the term, it is more inclusive than visually impaired, and I happen to 

agree that the phrase “visually impaired” connotes a defectiveness of those who are not 

sighted.  While I respect the decision of those who use this term, by foregrounding 

“blind” I aim to encourage the sentiment that blindness in no way makes a person 

lacking, as well as to remove some of the latent fear and anxiety that is felt by those 

who are sighted when hearing the word.  I have made the very conscious decision to 

use the term “blind.”  In addition, I use the words “non-blind” and “non-disabled” in 

place of the more widely used terms “sighted” and “able-bodied,” which are taken as 

normative states while “non-sighted” and “disabled” are seen as deviant or pathological 

states.  I do this to highlight the idea that for someone to be fully sighted or fully able-

bodied is elusive at best and impossible in reality.  By using “non-blind” and “non-

disabled,” I wish to identify that every person is on a spectrum where vision loss and 

disability are inevitable if they live long enough.   

In Chapter One, I trace the ways in which disability has been viewed throughout 

history in order to better understand how it is treated today.  I also discuss Erving 

Goffman’s depiction of stigma and stigma management, and give a brief overview of 

the American’s with Disabilities Act, one of the most formative pieces of disability 

legislation that exists in the country today.  I turn to the topic of disabled bodies as 

gendered bodies, and the parallels that exist between feminist and disability studies.  

While they have only been combined recently, there is much correlation between the 

two disciplines, and they have considerable amount to teach each other.  Here I 
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introduce Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s concept of the medical stare and Robert 

McRuer’s concept of compulsory able-bodiedness, both of which are highly 

informative when it comes to the experiences of disabled persons, and are directly 

related to similar concepts in feminist theory.  I then look at blindness as a disability, 

and what that entails both legally and physically, as well as how it pertains to the 

identities of blind people.  By exploring the research of Gili Hammer and Tara Fannon, 

which looks at how an emphasized feminine gender performance can lessen the 

negative assumptions that non-blind people have of blind women, I examine how those 

who are blind have gendered bodies.  In Chapter Two, I discuss the different 

performative techniques that were common among my participants.  I describe how 

interviewees use them to manage the stigma of blindness, and how those performances 

compare to previously conducted research.  By studying these performances, I am able 

to discern to what extent they are used and how they shape my informants’ daily lives.  

In my conclusion, I discuss the ways that generational differences have impacted the 

types of performances that my participants utilize, and how they are reflective of the 

shift occurring within gender studies today.  I also explore different ways to expand 

research into this topic. 
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Chapter 1:Background and Theory 

Disability  

Progression of Disability 

The manner in which disability has been viewed throughout the history of 

Western culture has changed dramatically across time.  Rosemarie Garland-Thomson 

traces these changes from Antiquity to the present in her book Extraordinary Bodies.  

While the disabled body of Antiquity was generally considered monstrous (yet awe-

inspiring), it was also not unexpected.  What we would now consider disability would 

not always have been seen that way; it was sometimes considered to be a sign of divine 

punishment for sins, and other times it was recognized as a difference that did not have 

much of an impact on daily life within the context of different cultures.  Disability was 

not hidden from view, and people did not find it as startling as we do today.  In some 

societies, what we would ethnocentrically view as a disability would instead be 

venerated, particularly when it was seen as a result of divine intervention. 

After the Enlightenment, however, people in positions of power began to dress 

and portray themselves as common people.  This caused a shift from an emphasis on 

individuality to an emphasis on a collective appearance.  Thus, individuals with visible 

disabilities became even more distinguished, and as a desire for sameness pervaded the 

culture, it became less and less desirable to stand out in a crowd.  From the mid-19th 

century to the mid-20th century, the most common way to view disabled people was as 

circus freaks, popularized by the phenomenon of the circus.  People with visible 

disabilities, and even just “abnormal” characteristics, were recruited into the ranks of 
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the traveling bands in order to be placed on display so that those with non-disabled 

bodies could spend an afternoon staring at them.  These displays served to reinforce the 

normality that normates felt.   

The freak show… can be seen, then, as serving to consolidate a 

version of American selfhood that was capable, rational, and 

normative, but that strove toward an ontological sameness upon 

which the notion of democratic equality is predicated… the 

displayed freak flattened the spectators’ peculiarities and aligned 

them with the familiar.6  

 

After the decline of the circus and the rise of modern medicine, disabled people 

began to be viewed as abnormalities that needed to be fixed, or “deviations” that 

should be “standardized.”7 People with visible disabilities were hidden away from 

“normal” society, to protect the sensibilities of those who defined themselves as 

“abled.”  There is a common notion that keeping disabled people out of the public eye 

will protect them from the realities of a harsh world that they could not possibly deal 

with.  However, this practice has only served to oppress disabled people more; now, 

when non-disabled people encounter disabled people (as they do daily), they stare at 

them even more, and treat them as inadequate and abnormal.  As Garland-Thomson 

explains, “Disability… is to be expected.  Indeed, the cultural narrative that imagines 

disability as unexpected, the hidden, the uncanny, is part of the oppression of the 

ability system.”8 This hiding away of disabled people has made non-disabled people 

feel that disability is astonishing and abnormal.  

                                                 
6 Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, pg. 64.  
7 Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies pg. 79.  
8 Rosemarie Garland- Thomson, “Dares to Stares: Disabled Women, Performance Artists & the 

Dynamics of Staring,” in Bodies in Commotion, Disability and Performance (University of Michigan 

Press, 2005), 40, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.3998/mpub.92455.7. 
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Part of the reasoning behind hiding disability and treating it as an embarrassing 

secret is that it is a reminder to non-disabled people of the fragility of their own lives 

and statuses as normates.  As Garland-Thomson describes, the normate is the human 

model in Western culture; it is something towards which everyone (supposedly) 

strives, and yet no one can actually achieve.  Garland-Thomson defines the normate, in 

the words of Erving Goffman, as “a young, married, white, urban, northern, 

heterosexual, Protestant father of college education, fully employed, of good 

complexion, weight and height, and a recent record in sports.”9  While very few people 

actually fit this definition of the normate, Garland uses the term to reference a more 

generalized individual: heteronormative, non-disabled, and white.  This sense of the 

normate rests on the ideals and values of Western (and particularly American) culture: 

self-reliance, self-dependence, and self-determination.  Without these qualities, a 

person is seen as lacking in American culture.  There is the assumption that your body 

must be totally under your own control so that it can do your bidding and help you 

achieve your self-fulfillment.  Garland-Thomson shows how the non-disabled body is 

considered virtuous in Western culture.  Disability reminds us that our bodies are not 

entirely in our control, and are by no means permanent: they can be subjected to 

accidents that leave them considered devalued, or they can function in what we 

conceive as a diminished capacity as we grow older.  As Garland-Thomson says,  

Disability and sexual identity, however, seem more fluid, although 

sexual mutability is imagined as elective where disability is 

seldom conceived of as a choice.  Disability is an identity category 

that anyone can enter at any time, and we will all join it if we live 

long enough.  As such, disability reveals the essential dynamism 

                                                 
9 Erving Goffman, Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 

Prentice-Hall, Inc 1963), pg. 128. 
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of identity.  Thus, disability attenuates the cherished cultural belief 

that the body is the unchanging anchor of identity.  Moreover, it 

undermines our fantasies of stable, enduring identities in ways that 

may illuminate the fluidity of all identity.10   

 

Disability frightens the non-disabled because they know they could be subject to 

disability themselves despite their best efforts to avoid it.  This fear leads to staring, 

infantilizing, pitying, and treating disabled people as incapable and inept.  Non-

disabled people also tend to generalize disabilities of all forms, for example, by 

speaking loudly and slowly to a blind person, or treating a quadriplegic as if they have 

cognitive deficiencies.  

 

Managing Stigma and Passing 

According to Erving Goffman, disability falls into one of the three broad 

categories of stigma.  Stigma is understood as the disgrace one feels due to a difference 

they have, whether that be physical “deformities,” character traits, or marks of race, 

nation, and religion.  In his book Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, 

Goffman discusses the difficulties that those with all types of stigmas face.  Much of 

the book is devoted to addressing the different ways in which people with stigmas must 

manage their social identities, and how other people see them and interact with them in 

order to maintain a sense of “normalcy” in their lives.  For those who have visible 

stigmas, what Goffman terms as “discredited,” there are fewer options for how to 

accomplish this management.  Among these options are large-scale actions, including 

direct corrective attempts to bring the person as close to “normals” as possible, 

                                                 
10 Garland-Thomson, “Integrating Disability, Transforming Feminist Theory, in Gendering Disability, 

Bonnie Smith and Beth Hutchison, eds., (New Brunswick, NJ, USA: Rutgers University Press, 2004), 

pg. 92.  
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employing methods such as plastic surgery, psychotherapy, or various other treatments.  

Goffman defines normals as non-disabled, non-stigmatized individuals.  Another 

method of correcting disability includes a (re)mastery of activities that are closely 

associated with the “shortcoming,” such as a deaf person mastering musical 

instruments, and a blind person becoming an expert mountain climber.  There are also 

actions that occur on a day-to-day basis, particularly when coming into contact with 

normals, or normals that are not within the circle of friends and family who have 

experience with the stigma.  He demonstrates how once a stigmatized person interacts 

with normals, they must continuously negotiate their relationships and daily contacts to 

a degree that normals do not. According to Goffman, “…during mixed contacts, the 

stigmatized individual is likely to feel that he is, ‘on,’ having to be self conscious and 

calculating about the impression he is making, to a degree and in areas of conduct 

which he assumes others are not.”11 Normals will generally feel a certain amount of 

anxiety when they interact with stigmatized individuals, either not knowing how to act 

or not wanting to draw attention to the stigma.  Confronted with this behavior, 

stigmatized individuals can take several approaches.  They might adopt a hostile 

bravado, or they might do what they can in order to ease the anxiety of the normal. 

This will decrease the overall tension of the interaction and allow the stigmatized 

individual to continue on their way with little conflict.  However, it is more likely for a 

stigmatized person to push against the social conventions as they continue to encounter 

normals and attempt to educate normals through various means.  (The methods that my 

participants used to accomplish these things will be discussed in Chapter Two.) 

                                                 
11 Goffman, Stigma, pgs. 5 and 14.  
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In addition to the struggles of those with visible disabilities, those who have 

disabilities that are or can be hidden, or as Goffman says, “discreditable,” have an 

additional burden: if and when to disclose their disability.  Similar to the difficulties of 

coming out with a non-normative sexuality, there are many taxing aspects for those 

who have concealed their disability from their friends and acquaintances.  Many will 

(initially) conceal them to avoid being judged, as those with visible disabilities are 

judged, in an attempt to be treated “normally.”  The act of managing “discrediting 

information about self,”12 is known as passing.  While passing can enable much less 

stressful situations, it brings its own problems, particularly surrounding the moment 

when a disability is revealed.  If normals discover a disabled person’s disability, it can 

engender distrust between them, and may lead to the very behavior that the disabled 

person was trying to avoid by passing: different treatment in aspects of life that would 

otherwise be unaffected by the disability.  If a disabled person forms a relationship 

with another person while passing, and they are tempted to disclose their disability due 

to the trust that has developed between the two friends, they may still refuse to disclose 

the disability, fearing the reaction to their initial dishonesty.  They also may feel guilt 

for concealing what is part of their identity for the ease of a transaction with another 

person.   

Within my interviews, I quickly phased out my questions regarding passing.  

One reason for this was that most of my participants were blind enough that they would 

not be able to pass as non-blind without constant support from another person.  

Another reason was that many of them found the idea of passing to be rather 

despicable.  Most of the subjects who I spoke with were working to help themselves 

                                                 
12 Goffman, Stigma, pg. 42. 
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and others in the blind community to become comfortable with their blindness, and to 

view it as a trait that they could not only live with but be proud of.  During my 

interview with David,13 an 18-year-old who had been totally blind since he was two, 

we had the following exchange.   

Alaina: I wanted to ask you a couple of things about passing… as 

sighted. 

David: No, no. I am a very legitimate person, so I don’t pass 

myself as a sighted person… I think it’s wrong.  I think it’s… 

Whoever really invented or proposed that was really not in his 

right mind to say, “Oh, hey, why don’t you pass yourself as a 

sighted person and go to… go somewhere.”  I say, “Nuh uh, no.” 

That’s not the way I am. 

Alaina: Do you ever run into problems as a blind person where 

you think, “Oh, if I had only acted a little bit differently, and tried 

to pass a little bit,” that you wouldn’t run into those problems…? 

David: I prefer to run into those problems and solve them… more 

calmly, in a timely fashion, and to where there wouldn’t be any 

long-standing conflict. 

 

Passing would often occur within my participant pool while participants were young 

and while their vision was decreasing.  Bree, a congenitally legally blind 19-year-old, 

who felt embarrassed about her blindness, talked about how she would hold a book and 

pretend to read it during elementary school, and Emma spoke about how she would 

constantly lie when her vision began to decline in 7th grade. Emma, who was twenty-

three years old and born legally blind but lost the entirety of her vision at 12, decided 

to try to pass for many reasons, one of which was her previous experiences with health 

issues, and how she had been taught implicitly that she must be strong and brave for 

other people, even though it was her body that was going through frightening changes.  

There was one woman who spent an extensive portion of her college experience 

                                                 
13 All names and personal information of participants have been changed in order to maintain 

confidentiality. 
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passing as non-blind, which will be looked at in greater detail in the section “Blindness 

as Disability,” and other participants passed when they were younger, either due to 

embarrassment about their blindness, or by adopting a joking manner (which will also 

be discussed later).  However, my participants largely did not support the practice of 

blind people passing.   

 

Separating the Disabled from the Non-Disabled 

There are many approaches that our society takes in order to create distance 

between the disabled and the non-disabled. Garland-Thomson applies Mary Douglas’s 

concept of dirt in her theorization of disability in order to understand the methods of 

this separation.   

Douglas’s interpretation of dirt as anomaly, as the extra-ordinary, 

can be extended to the body we call “disabled” as well as to other 

forms of social marginalization.  Like dirt, all disability is in some 

sense ‘matter out of place’ in terms of the interpretive frameworks 

and physical expectations our culture shares.14  

 

Douglas also cites the five different ways in which society will respond to the 

“extraordinary.”  One of these strategies is to group them into one general category, 

such as “disabled.”  Society will also do its best to eliminate the anomaly, for example, 

by using technology to predict which fetuses will be disabled in order to end the 

disability altogether.  When this elimination is not possible, avoidance of the 

“abnormality” may be employed, such as grouping disabled people into certain places 

that are out of the way of the rest of society (establishing schools for the deaf and 

blind).  Additionally, the “anomaly” may be constructed as “dangerous,” which can be 

                                                 
14 Garland-Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies, pg. 33.  



18 

 

illustrated in literature through the depiction of the disabled as evil figures.  The 

disability not only can mark their evilness, but also may designate the evil emanating 

from disability itself.  Finally, society may absorb the anomaly into ritual that can be 

used to reference other “levels of existence.”  This is the only response that can ever be 

interpreted as somewhat positive, although it can be damaging to those that it 

represents.  One of the tropes of blind people includes the figure of the blind mystic: 

the wise, all knowing, supernatural being that occupies a vantage point from which 

they can see everything, despite being blind.  This stereotype, while not inherently 

negative to non-blind people, gives them false impressions of blind people that remain 

long after their image has been evoked for a pop culture reference.  All of these 

practices aid in establishing more fully the disabled as other and separate from the non-

disabled.  

Another way to distinguish the disabled from the non-disabled is through 

political means.  The most prominent piece of legislation regarding disability in this 

country also serves as a clear example of the ways that we distinguish between 

disabled and non-disabled, and the unintended consequences that ensue.  The 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), passed in 1990, both legally defines disability 

and outlines the rights of disabled persons, as well as services that must be provided for 

them.  While the ADA has established a legal barrier to discrimination against 

disability, it has caused many more problems due to its problematic conformity to 

compulsory able-bodiedness.15  In her honors thesis “Cripping Survivorship: The 

                                                 
15 Corinne Vandagriff, “Cripping Survivorship: The State’s Treatment of the Experience of Sexual 

Violence as Similar to Disability” (Whitman College, 2015).  
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State’s Treatment of the Experience of Sexual Violence as Similar to Disability,” 

Corinne Vandagriff states: 

The ADA (re)produces compulsory able-bodiedness by focusing 

on fixes such as medical treatments, which allow people with 

disabilities to access spaces built for able-bodied people. In many 

ways, the ADA, and related policies such as Social Security 

Disability Insurance and Supplemental Security Income,
 
have 

defined disability as the inability to work or to access the work 

place [sic]. But experiences of disabilities are much more complex 

than this. Within this definition many people with disabilities will 

not be able to prove their inability to work, because their 

disabilities look different than the representations of disability in 

these policies. Furthermore, if an individuals’ [sic] disabilities are 

not ones that can be easily helped through compulsory able-bodied 

fixes, or if they are not recognizable as things that might prevent 

people from working in compulsory able-bodied institutions 

(arguably most places of work), the ADA and related policies are 

not applicable.16  

 

Notions of worker’s compensation can get muddled when the standard is set on the 

normate.  By placing the focus on disability as loss of working ability, it creates 

grounds of denial of aid for those who are congenitally disabled (since they never 

would have been able to work in the first place) and those whose disabilities do not 

apparently hinder their capacity to work.   

Rather than helping to solve the problems of how disability is viewed and 

treated within society, the ADA throws money at the purely structural problems that 

stand in the way of the disabled, such as a lack of elevators and ramps.  Garland-

Thomson illustrates the difference in logic of compensation, the direction the ADA 

works in, and accommodation.  Whereas compensation assumes that disability is a loss, 

and a downgrade from the working-body norm, accommodation implies disability as 

                                                 
16 Vandagriff, pg. 28.  
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difference, one of the many that people in society must adjust to accordingly.  In 

addition to not serving the root of the problem and the actual needs of disabled people, 

the ADA plays a large part in the ways that disabled people must define themselves.  In 

order for a person to receive aid, they must adhere to the guidelines that the ADA 

establishes for them.  This forced definition not only impacts the legal side of the 

definition of disability, but it can also effect how a person identifies as disabled, which 

can be detrimental to the overall pursuits of disability communities.   

Only people who adhere to these guidelines can receive disability 

benefits from the government. In this instance, the state’s control 

of disability rights means that the state constructs the category and 

identity term of disability, and that definition controls how people 

with disabilities understand their own conditions as well as how 

they move through the world.17   

 

While the ADA has effected change within many businesses and institutions for 

the improvement of the lives of those who are disabled, it is restrictive in the types of 

disabled people who it aids and treats only symptoms of the problems that surround 

disability in our society, not the causes.   

Much of what is considered disability in our society stems not from the bodies 

of the disabled, but rather from the interaction of those bodies with the environments 

around them.  A person in a wheelchair would not be viewed as incapable of moving 

independently if all places used ramps instead of stairs.  A deaf person would not be 

considered disabled if sign language was taught to everyone in school and used 

regularly.  This can be seen clearly when Georgina Kleege discusses in her 

autobiography Sight Unseen how she would have been considered quite “normal” had 

                                                 
17 Vandagriff, pg. 32.  
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she lived in a different culture, or a different time period.18  Being blind would not 

have much of an impact on you if you lived in a rural village in the 1800s where most 

people are illiterate and the majority of life is not structured around seeing in fine 

detail.  American society, and much of Western culture in general, is constructed 

around vision, and so the disparity between those with it and those without it is 

emphasized much more.  

 

Disabled Bodies as Gendered 

…at that time too I was struggling with my queer identity, not 

necessarily struggling with my acceptance of that, because I never 

had a ‘gay freak out’ or something, but for me it was more like, is 

this really who I am, am I taking away this identity from other 

people who identify this way, and so in struggling with that, I was 

just thinking about what it is to be queer, and such things, and I 

think just those two thoughts in my mind, I was thinking about how 

it was weird that I had never had that, “Oh my god, I can’t be 

pansexual, no, you can’t be non-straight!” Like I never had that 

moment of weirdness of how it would be bad, and I was like, “If I 

can… if I think that this is okay, if I think that being queer is okay, 

why isn’t disability okay?”  And it was such a weird moment for 

me, but it really affected the way that I think about things, and it 

helped me accept myself more, because you can’t say that this is 

wrong and this is right, so… that was really formative and 

helpful… not that I’m perfect, but it’s about accepting myself, and 

I’m trying, and I think I’m doing better, little by little. (Blake) 

 

The integration of feminist and disability theories is a relatively recent one, but 

there are many ways in which they can be applied to each other.  All persons have 

gendered bodies, and disabled people are no different.  According to Judith Butler 

every person in society is made into a gendered being, due to the fact that gender 

                                                 
18 Georgina Kleege, Sight Unseen (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999), pg. 14.  
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precedes the individual since the aspects that make up gender are impressed on a 

person before they are born.19 (Consider the question asked immediately after finding 

out someone is pregnant: is it a boy or a girl?)  Even for those who grow up to reject 

gender and portray themselves as gender neutral, gender queer, or gender fluid, they 

are still viewed by society as a gendered being; they still play into the sensibility that 

we all have to ascribe to gender in some way.  In this way, every person encounters a 

social gaze that constantly tries to read gender performance and normalize existence by 

flattening differences in identity and confining a person to the norm.   

For disabled people, the development of their gender performance may be 

different from those who are non-disabled, particularly if they were born disabled or 

became disabled at a very young age.  One reason for this difference is the addition of 

the medical stare to the other gazes that all gendered people experience.  Feminist 

theory cites the idea of gazing as “the dominant controlling and defining visual relation 

in patriarchy between male spectators and female objects of their gazes.”20 The male 

gaze is largely informing of the gender performance construction of women, as John 

Berger has demonstrated in Ways of Seeing, because it forces women to constantly 

consider how they are viewed and compels them to present themselves physically and 

behaviorally in a way that will be pleasing to men, who have traditionally held all of 

the power in society.21  This gaze works to conform women into the ideal form (and 

myth) of “woman,” which thus impacts the gender performance of women.  The male 

gaze is similar to the social gaze that Hammer references which “seeks to ignore or 

                                                 
19 Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist 

Theory,” Theatre Journal 40, no.4 (1988): 519-31, https://doi.org/10.2307/3207893.  
20 Garland-Thomson, “Dares to Stares,” pg. 32.  
21 John Berger, ed., John Berger, ed., Ways of Seeing: Based on the BBC Television Series with John 

Berger, Repr (London: British Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books, 1990).  
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render invisible their nonnormative physicality of visible difference.”22  Both the male 

and the social gazes work to conform the object of the gaze into an ideal form, whether 

that be the myth of the woman or the normate of society.  (The discussion of gazes will 

be explored in greater detail below, in the section, “Blind Bodies as Gendered.”)   

Garland-Thomson took the idea of gazes, and the importance they have in 

Western/American society and stretched them one step further to formulate the concept 

of the medical gaze.  She states,  

… staring is the visual practice that materializes the disabled in 

social relations.  The male gaze produces female subjects; the 

normative [medical] stare constructs the disabled.  While both are 

forms of visual marking, gazing trades on a sexual register and 

staring traffics in medical discourse.  Both visual exchanges 

prompt narrative.  Gazing says, “You are mine.”  Staring says, 

“What is wrong with you?”  Gazers become men by looking at 

women, and starers become doctors by visually probing people 

with disabilities23   

 

This medical stare is directed at disabled people and plays a major role in informing 

their experience of being disabled.24  When discussing how to educate people on the 

realities of blindness, one of my informants stated, “there’s this weird duality between 

not talking about the issues, but also talking about them… there’s this other side that 

questions you, and tries to examine you, and opens you up like you’re for their 

perusal…” (Blake).  For disabled people, the medical stare can outweigh the normative 

                                                 
22 Gili Hammer, “‘If They’re Going to Stare, at Least I’ll Give Them a Good Reason To’: Blind 

Women’s Visibility, Invisibility, and Encounters with the Gaze,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture 

and Society 41, no. 2 (December 9, 2015): pg. 414, https://doi.org/10.1086/682924  
23 Garland-Thomson, “Dares to Stares,” pg. 32 
24 Garland Thomson, “Dares to Stares”  
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and male gazes in the sense that they feel they are sometimes seen first as disabled, and 

only afterwards is their gender performance recognized.25 

One of the strategies that disabled people use in order to lessen the degree of 

medical staring they face is conforming to as many aspects of normalcy as possible.  

While an amputated person cannot simply grow a new limb, or a quadriplegic cannot 

put mind over matter and begin walking again, they can adhere to expectations on the 

other parts of their identity, such as their gender, in order to avoid at least the medical 

stare that seeks to reduce them to their disability.  Lenore Manderson, in her 

autoethnography Surface Tensions, explores the ways that amputees try to recreate the 

sense of normalcy that they had in their lives before losing parts of their bodies.   

People with amputation frequently draw on a discourse of 

normality to resist the disempowerment that is inevitable with 

infantilization. Their insistence on normalcy… illustrates how 

such surface changes to the body impact upon social membership. 

In demonstrating normalcy, men and women draw on normative 

conventions – those associated with femininity for women, 

masculinity for men – to accentuate gender normativity… Gender 

is a starting point of individual construction and reconstruction of 

the self. Cultural norms of persons as social actors also shape 

social reactions and so protect the social impact of disease for 

accident.26  

 

Gender performance is a route back to normality for those in Manderson’s study.  

Particularly when disabled people are seen as asexual, gender performance can be a 

way to re-establish their sexuality.  Participants found that this technique worked as 

well within the research of Gili Hammer.  However, this tactic did not always work for 

my participants, as my participant Emma discussed: 

                                                 
25 Hammer, “‘If They’re Going to Stare…”  
26 Manderson, Surface Tensions, pg. 52-53.  
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I think that the women around me don’t believe that… I am a 

sexual person, who wants relationships and wants to do things 

with people… I think especially a lot of the girls in college that I 

wasn’t friends with, or who I wasn’t friend of a friend of a friend 

of, and I think if I said, “Oh, he’s hot,” a lot of people would get 

really shocked by that, and I didn’t like that, and it really bothers 

me because it makes me feel not like a woman, and I don’t want 

people to make me feel that way.  So I don’t like that, I really 

don’t like that, especially because I go out of my way to dress very 

feminine, and I believe that I’m an attractive person, and so I don’t 

like that very much.  

 

The fact that other women sometimes did not see her as a sexual being, despite the fact 

that she tries to portray herself in a very feminine manner, shows that a prescribed 

gender performance will not always be effective in distancing a disabled person from 

their stigma.  However, it can be one useful tool in a variety of techniques that can 

disprove stereotypes about disability (discussed later).   

Another area where disability studies incorporate feminist theory is within 

“compulsory able-bodiedness.”  Robert McRuer fashioned the concept of compulsory 

able-bodiedness off of Adrienne Rich’s idea of compulsory heterosexuality, which 

indicates the societal pressure for individuals to be heterosexual in order to continue 

male domination over women, and the dependence of women on men.27  This 

obligation leads to a stigma against those who have non-normative sexualities.  

Likewise, compulsory able-bodiedness focuses on the reproduction of a hierarchy, but 

this time of the non-disabled over the disabled.  This is done through the focus of 

society on the physical and mental capabilities of the individual, which is intricately 

connected to the capitalistic push for work and production.  A body that is not able to 

                                                 
27 Robert McRuer, “Compulsory Able-Bodiedness and Queer/Disabled Existence,” in Disability Studies: 

Enabling the Humanities (United States of America: The Modern Language Association of America, 

2002).  
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work and produce at an acceptable level is at risk of being labeled as disabled.  In a 

society that is set up only for people with a certain type of physical and mental 

capability, disability quickly becomes a category that most everybody falls into.  

McRuer describes how both heterosexuality and able-bodiedness cannot be defined 

satisfactorily, but only through negation of homosexuality or disability respectively.  

Both “ideals” of heterosexuality and able-bodiedness have become the basis for the 

compulsory identity.  However, that basis is in no way solid; it “emanates from 

everywhere and nowhere.”28  

With compulsory able-bodiedness, it is impossible to succeed at the repetition 

of the norm since it is, by itself, unachievable, due to the fact that every person in some 

way falls short of complete able-bodiedness.  The compulsory aspect of both 

heterosexuality and able-bodiedness indicate that even if you do not fit those categories 

completely, you should always strive towards them, and you should always want to 

achieve them.  Blake said,  

…you are raised in this way that … society normalizes, like I was 

saying, whiteness and ability, or ableism, and even if you don’t 

ascribe to that, there is still this expectation that you should strive 

to [it], or the expectations put on miracle cures, and that you 

should always want to be “normal.”   

 

The expectation that every person should want to be heterosexual and able-bodied is 

often implicitly repeated in societal messages.  For example, it can be seen in the 

phrase that is used in reference to almost every marginalized identity, “It’s not that I 

don’t want my child to be gay/Black/deaf, it would just be so hard for them; wouldn’t 

you want your child to have as good of a life as possible?”  This demonstrates just how 

                                                 
28 McRuer, “Compulsory Able-Bodiedness and Queer/Disabled Existence,” pg. 92  
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much compulsory heterosexuality and able-bodiedness are woven throughout everyday 

language and thought, and it makes the assumption that there is little or no value 

among marginalized identities.  Disability and queerness, since they are treated in 

much the same way, are then sometimes conflated, as McRuer demonstrates.   

…people with disabilities are often understood as queer (as 

paradoxical stereotypes of the asexual or oversexual person with 

disabilities would suggest), while queers are often understood as 

somehow disabled (as an ongoing medicalization of identity, 

similar to what people with disabilities more generally encounter, 

would suggest).29   

 

The similarities in treatment of queer and disabled people reflect Foucault’s 

ideas on monsters and the “individual to be corrected.”30  While monsters are 

constituted as the impossible and the forbidden, they have an amount of power that the 

individuals to be corrected do not; techniques of normalization and discipline disperse 

the power that is found in the monster and turn that subject into the person to be 

corrected.  “…queerness [and, by extension, disability] as sexual deviancy is tied to the 

monstrous figure of the terrorist as a way to otherize and quarantine subjects classified 

as ‘terrorists,’ but also to normalize and discipline a population through these very 

monstrous figures.”31  Within Foucault’s framework, it is easy to see how the disabled 

classify as beings to be corrected: as history has progressed, disability has gone from 

being strange but awe-inspiring, freakish but visible, and finally embarrassing and 

private.  This transition depicts how any power that was found within disability was 

taken away as today the disabled are encouraged (and, in extreme cases, required) to 

                                                 
29 McRuer, “Compulsory Able-Bodiedness and Queer/Disabled Existence,” pg. 94.  
30 Foucault, quoted in Jasbir Puar and Amit Rai, “Monster, Terrorist, Fag: The War on Terrorism and the 

Production of Docile Patriots,” Social Text 72 20, no. 3 (2002): 119.  
31 Puar and Rai, “Monster, Terrorist, Fag,” pg. 126.  
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alter and “fix” themselves through medical means, and to present themselves in a way 

that will make the non-disabled feel comfortable.  However, Foucault presents queer as 

monstrous, which indicates that in some ways disabled people can be classified as 

monstrous (following McRuer’s assertion of queer people always being considered 

somewhat disabled, and disabled people always being considered somewhat queer).  

While Foucault takes the position that the categories of the monster and the individual 

to be corrected are separate, the way that I have interpreted the circumstances of 

disabled people is by placing them within a category that merges Foucault’s 

classifications: disabled bodies are the monsters to be corrected.  Since the idea of 

disability frightens the non-disabled, they do everything within their power to hide it 

away or transform it into “normalcy.”  

The work of these theorists suggests that the body of a disabled person is not 

only gendered in the ways that non-disabled people are gendered but is also read as 

queer and monstrous.  These additional gendered parameters of queerness can put more 

pressure on them to perform a socially acceptable form of gender in order to offset 

their stigma.  The ways in which my participants achieved this will be discussed in 

Chapter Two.  

 

Blindness as Disability 

…our society is such a visual world… it’s a huge number of 

people who have a visual impairment, and so it’s like, the fact that 

our society is visual, and the fact that so many people have a 

visual impairment, how are we not centering these folks more, and 

making the discourse about that intersection? (Blake) 
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To understand blindness, it must be viewed both within and separate from the 

context of disability as a whole.  Shuttleworth et al. depicted that the earliest studies of 

masculinity and disability from the 1980s and 1990s ignored differences between 

disabilities, to the detriment of the scholarship.   

…impairment differences among disabled men were not much 

noted nor deemed important. This can be at least partly attributed 

to the pan-impairment focus within disability studies at that time 

on disabled people as a homogenous group—an emphasis that 

served as an empowering political strategy. It is also partly due to 

the sociopolitical focus on the disabling structures of society rather 

than an individual’s impairments per se, which was seen purely as 

the domain of the medical view of disability.32 

 

While what has been discussed in the previous section can still apply generally to the 

experiences of blind people, there are also some particular situations that exist mainly 

for those who are blind.  To gain a greater understanding of blindness, it is necessary to 

look at the physical aspects of the disability.   

Most non-blind people have a very narrow understanding of what it means to be 

blind, even from a purely physiological standpoint.  Movies and other mainstream 

cultural references have taught us that blindness is an impenetrable darkness that 

plagues the very old and the very unfortunate.  However, blindness is much more 

complex and nuanced than most people imagine.  Much like gender, it exists as a 

spectrum, in how a person identifies and what they are able to visually perceive.  To be 

legally blind, vision must be at or below the visual acuity of 20/200 in the better eye 

(with correction), and/or the field of vision must be less than 20 degrees.  However, the 

realities of the blindness spectrum extend far beyond this fairly meaningless number.  

                                                 
32 Russel Shuttleworth, Nikki Wedgwood, and Nathan Wilson, “The Dilemma of Disabled Masculinity,” 

Men and Masculinities 15, no. 2 (2012): 179, https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X12439879.  
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As Georgina Kleege states, “the modern legal definition of blindness is arbitrary, and 

many feel that it causes more problems than it solves to have a specified point of legal 

blindness.”33  As of 2004, approximately 9.7 million US residents were on the 

spectrum of blindness, with 1.3 million qualifying as legally blind.34 

 The legal definition, which is used largely in matters such as requesting 

assistance from a number of disability aid offices, is not all-encompassing.  If a person 

does not quite meet the central visual acuity 20/200, and their peripheral vision is 

limited but not below 20 degrees, they may run into inflexible issues with the definition 

of legal blindness. Disruptions in vision can occur in peripheral vision, central vision, 

light perception, color perception, a disconnect in how the brain perceives visual 

stimuli from the eye, or a difference in the anatomy of the eye.  It can occur in both 

eyes or be confined to one.  Blindness may be quite apparent to others, such as with 

those persons who are born without eyes, have had eyes removed, use external tools 

such as canes or guide dogs, or even those whose eyes wander.  On the other hand, 

blindness may be difficult for the non-blind to visually detect, particularly among those 

who have not been blind all of their lives and never developed “blind mannerisms” 

(discussed further below).  

 

Performing non-visually and passing 

Additionally, those who have remaining vision may still choose to identify as 

blind.  This fact alone can baffle non-blind people, however being blind can not only 

                                                 
33 Kleege, Sight Unseen.  
34 Bonnie O’Day, Mary Killeen, and Lisa Iezzoni, “Improving Health Care Experiences of Persons Who 

Are Blind or Have Low Vision: Suggestions From Focus Groups,” American Journal of Medical Quality 

19, no. 5 (October 2004): 193-200  
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encompass physical differences, but it can also be used to signify a place in a 

community that, while widely dispersed geographically, can be extremely well-

connected and supportive.  There are people who may be able to do things visually and 

still choose to use what may be referred to as “blind techniques,” because it connects 

them to their community and can cause them less strain than doing things the “sighted” 

way.  Lindsey, one of my participants, experienced difficulty with this when she went 

through her first two and a half years of college passing as non-blind.  She was able to 

do assignments and readings visually if she had access to versions in large print, but 

she had to work much harder and much longer than her peers did to take in material.  

I guess school-wise, it was really good up until… All the work 

started catching up to me, and I was doing everything with my 

vision.  I wasn’t a braille reader, I wasn’t using a screen reader or 

anything like that, so I was getting a little bit behind, and I wasn’t 

doing as well as I could have been, like, I was doing fine, but it 

was a lot of work for myself, to keep up with my peers… it just 

got to the point where my eyes would get tired so that I just 

wouldn’t do some of the readings, which wasn’t like myself… It 

was a vicious cycle… (Lindsey, twenty-one years old, 

congenitally legally blind) 

 

After a few years of college, Lindsey decided to leave her college in order to receiving 

training in blindness skills at a center for the blind.  She found that she much preferred 

to use braille and screen readers rather than large print, and she was planning on 

resuming her education at a different university; this time, however, she would identify 

herself as blind, use a cane, and complete her schoolwork using the blindness skills she 

had learned. Georgina Kleege also had a similar experience.  Despite having some 

sight and being able to visually read large print, she found it incredibly painful and 

taxing to gain information this way.  She had been discouraged from learning braille as 
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she began to go blind, and consequently only learned to read non-visually as an adult.  

Kleege was delighted to find how much she enjoyed being able to read without the 

mediation of cameras, monitors, or audio books; even though others had thought 

learning braille would be useless to her since she could read with her remaining vision, 

she much preferred using braille.35  This ability to read visually and to walk without a 

cane allowed Kleege, like Lindsey, to pass in many situations. However, both Lindsey 

and Kleege’s stories depicted how passing, while useful in some circumstances, can be 

problematic when trying to foster a sense of self-pride in blindness.   

In her autobiography Sight Unseen, Kleege describes an encounter on a trans-

Atlantic flight where she was traveling with her husband.  When another blind woman 

got on the flight alone, the flight attendants were shockingly rude and unhelpful to her, 

despite being perfectly polite and kind to Kleege.  This was due to the fact that she was 

not using the iconic white cane, and she had enough vision to operate in the space 

relatively easily.  She felt guilty for not announcing her blindness to the cabin crew and 

making them realize their prejudices and assumptions, but she did not want to deal with 

hostility during the overnight flight.  She was also aware that she could help the other 

blind woman if she maintained a cordial relationship with the flight attendants.36
  

Passing as non-blind can also be difficult when dealing with personal relationships 

where it can speak to your level of trust.  Lindsey was able to pass upon entering 

college due to the fact that she had enough vision that she did not have to use a cane.  

She immensely enjoyed her first year of college, but as the second and third years came 

around, she became very worried about her blindness being identified, or worse, being 

                                                 
35 Kleege, Sight Unseen  
36 Kleege, Sight Unseen  
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mistaken for rudeness.  When asked about why she intentionally decided to try to pass 

as a non-blind person, she responded: 

…I wanted people to think that I could perform the same, and I 

wanted people to think that they wouldn’t have to baby me or pity 

me; that always was something that bothered me, but… I don’t 

know, I guess I didn’t really think about it as much in high school 

because it didn’t really eat me alive as much, but in college it got 

really bad, because walking around campus and stuff, who knew if 

people would be waving at me or smiling at me and I wouldn’t 

catch that, and I wouldn’t want people to think that I was ignoring 

them or being snobby, which doesn’t seem like a huge deal to 

some people, but like to me, if people didn’t know about my 

vision, they would just think I was, you know, being snobby… So, 

yeah, it consciously bothered me… 

 

For both Lindsey and Kleege, even though their level of blindness made it easier for 

them to pass as non-blind in certain situations, it also presented them with unique 

problems when their passing was tested.  These depictions are consistent with Erving 

Goffman’s understanding of passing.  These women were faced with the decision of 

either announcing their stigma and accepting the consequences that would follow or 

keeping their blindness hidden and, in turn, feeling guilt for their deception and fear 

that their secret would be discovered. 

 

Blindness as Identity 

 While many people who retain some vision identify as blind, not all do.  Some 

prefer not to label themselves, because they don’t consider their vision as a defining 

component of their identity, even if it does somewhat define certain aspects of their 

way of life.  When asked how she identified, Bree responded that she preferred not to 

take one position or the other. “It’s funny you say that because I’ve had so many 
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people who forget I can’t see, that I know I can’t see, and I know it’s … my disability, 

I wouldn’t really associate with it, I’d say it’s a part of me, but it’s not what defines 

me.”  Others prefer to use the term visually impaired, as it implies more of a breadth in 

the extent of vision a person has.  Samantha, a 21-year-old congenitally blind woman, 

mentioned a debate within the blind community over choosing the term “blind” or 

“visually impaired.”  Those who support the term “visually impaired” generally have 

quite a bit of vision: they want to emphasize that aspect of the spectrum of blindness.  

They wish to make it clear to non-blind people that not all people with vision “loss” are 

totally blind.  Those who support the term “blind” generally view it as the term that 

doesn’t minimize the truth of their condition, and doesn’t imply the sense of 

brokenness that they feel is the connotation of “visual impairment.”   

I call people whatever they want to be called, but I prefer the word 

blind, because, a) it’s not denying it or minimizing it, it’s the truth, 

and b) when you say visually impaired, what you’re literally 

saying is [based on] a sighted person.  Because, like, impaired 

means broken, so I’m not a big fan of that connotation. 

(Samantha) 

 

Ashley, who went blind quite suddenly during her senior year of high school, 

said that there was a power dynamic in the blind community that not many recognized 

on a system-wide scale, but perhaps is recognized on an individual level.  She 

described a hierarchy, where those with more sight had more power than those who 

had less sight.   

There is kind of a hierarchy in the blind world as far as amount of 

vision, and those with more vision are… more easily able to adapt 

and fit in, and those of us with little or no vision stand out more, 

and are more isolated... It’s tough to articulate, it’s something that 

a lot of us think about and kind of know, but to move that step, to 

acknowledging it and being able to verbalize it, not very many 
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do…  I think individual friends talk about it, but not as a whole. 

(Ashley, twenty-four years old, congenitally legally blind, totally 

blind at 17). 

 

  This comment left me quite surprised; I had my conversation with Ashley 

towards the end of my interview process, and the picture of the blind community that 

had been painted for me up until that point was one of a fairly cohesive group that was 

trying to move in generally the same direction, as compared to movements like the 

women’s movement(s) or LGBTQ+ rights.  However, this makes sense because despite 

the progress blind people have made, they are still operating in a world that is based off 

of non-blind individuals.  Due to the fact that those with more vision can navigate the 

non-blind world more in the way that it was designed, they would simply have more 

power among other blind people.   

 

Blind Bodies as Gendered 

As blindness is considered a disability, the aspects of the relations between 

disability and gender that were represented in the section “Disabled Bodies as 

Gendered” generally also hold true for those who are blind.  However, there are some 

characteristics that are unique to the relations between blindness and gender.  The 

previous research that has been done in this area, while heavily concentrated on blind 

women, can elaborate on the particularities of blindness as it relates to gender.  One 

key researcher in this topic is Gili Hammer.  Two of her works in particular, “‘If 

They’re Going to Stare, at Least I’ll Give Them a Good Reason To’: Blind Women’s 

Visibility, Invisibility, and Encounters with the Gaze,” and “Blind Women’s 
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Appearance Management: Negotiating Normalcy between Discipline and Pleasure,” 

explore the lived experiences of blind women as they consider their responses to social 

expectations of gender through in-depth interviews and life histories with informants in 

Israel.   

In “‘If They’re Going to Stare’” Hammer explores the different types of gazes 

that blind women encounter, as well as the ways in which they are impacted by those 

gazes.  Just like non-blind women, most blind women feel the weight of the male gaze, 

but they are also cognizant of the weights of the medical stare and the social gaze.  

Through interviews with three blind women in particular, Hammer demonstrates how 

sometimes the social gaze, the medical stare, and the male gaze are distinct from one 

another, but sometimes they are intertwined.  This can make it difficult to understand 

which aspects are directed toward a woman’s status as blind or a woman’s gender.  

The research that has been conducted on how women feel these gazes has been 

overwhelmingly about non-blind women, and “the ways in which women see and are 

seen”37 (emphasis in original).  Studies completely ignore those who are blind and 

cannot easily attain the agency, command, and power that can be gained when 

returning gazes and stares.  Hammer discovers how the blind women who she 

interviews experience these three dominant gazes, and how they negotiate between all 

of them.  In addition, she looks at how they turn (most often) the social gaze and the 

medical stare back on the viewer, not in a normalizing way, but in a way that demands 

the viewer to consider the implications of their gaze.  The actions of the three women 

described in the article demonstrate different levels of performativity and interaction, 

                                                 
37 Gili Hammer, “Blind Women’s Appearance Management: Negotiating Normalcy between Discipline 

and Pleasure,” Gender and Society 26, no. 3 (2012). 



37 

 

but they are all able to confront the viewer (who may not realize they are perpetrating 

these gazes) and make them self-conscious of the fact that they are violating the 

standard social contract38 of refraining from uninvited staring in regards to these 

women.  

The theory of appearance management is another concept that is integral to the 

experience of the blind women who Hammer interviewed.  Appearance management is 

the idea of keeping tight control over how you present yourself physically to the non-

blind world in order to manage their reactions to and opinions of you.  While this is a 

practice that almost everybody in the world participates in to a certain extent, Hammer 

depicts how it must be taken more seriously for blind women than for others.  Her 

conclusion is that blind women must use appearance management (with an emphasis 

on a feminine performance) as a way to minimize the perceived negative characteristics 

and connotations they face for being blind, such as the incapability of self-care, and 

that it can require incredible discipline but also give them some alternative sensory 

pleasure.  By performing a number of the routines that many other women complete 

every day, such as putting on makeup, wearing “fashionable” clothing, or styling hair, 

blind women can subvert some of the assumptions that the non-blind have about them, 

for example, the idea that they are incapable of caring for themselves or of operating on 

their own.  However, this means that these women may have to choose between 

staying true to themselves, acting and performing their genders as they see fit, or 

conforming to a script of culturally prescribed, emphasized femininity so as to be more 

readily included into wider society.  While some may enjoy and find comfort in 

performing a prescribed femininity, this is not the case for all women.  Some may 

                                                 
38 Garland-Thomson, “Dares to Stares.”  
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prefer to perform masculinity, or a mixture of masculinity and femininity.  Some may 

not prefer to perform strongly in either way. For these individuals, it can be a burden to 

have to choose between performing their gender in a way they don’t prefer so that they 

can be accepted versus performing their gender as they see fit and risk being ignored or 

rejected by society.  The actions that can gain them entry are also often visually based; 

the women cannot see the results of their work, and they may not find enjoyment in the 

other sensory aspects of these rituals.  The difficulty in finding balance between 

pleasing themselves and pleasing society can be identified in a quote from one of the 

participants in Hammer’s research, Taliya: 

My goal is to find the fine line between trying to remain myself and 

express myself in the ultimate way and integrating myself into the 

existing norms in the visual world… And it’s so complicated, with 

constant movement between “Maybe I should visually please 

everyone?,” And five minutes later, it’s like, “Hey, wait a minute! 

Me? Please everyone? There’s no such thing, you already let go of 

that, remember? You’re not part of the flow and you’ll choose what’s 

convenient for you and forget the rest of the world.” 39 

 

In addition, part of appearance management for these women is managing their 

physical “blind mannerisms,” which are facial expressions and body movements that 

the non-blind typically do not perform.  Examples of this are picking and pressing at 

the eyes, or a tendency to refrain from blinking.  Again, regulation of these actions is 

more for the benefit of the non-blind people that the women interact with, rather than 

for the women themselves.  The only reason for a blind woman to attempt to make eye 

contact when speaking with a non-blind person, rather than directing her ear towards 

the speaker, is to put the non-blind person at ease, even if it inconveniences the blind 

                                                 
39 Hammer, “Blind Women’s Appearance Management,” pg. 415  
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woman.  It can require great physical and mental exertion to always be on guard and 

ensure that signs of blindness are limited.  Women may also report that they are able to 

take pleasure in performing a more culturally prescribed femininity, especially from 

aspects that are not visual, such as specific fragrances or scented hygiene products, 

textured clothing, or accessories that produce pleasing sounds.  They are able to 

formulate their own understandings of beauty and what the vital components are for 

them.  However, not every woman finds pleasure in the sensory aspects of a culturally 

prescribed femininity.  Those who don’t may have an even harder time finding balance 

between self-expression and acceptance into dominant society.   

Tara Fannon’s article “Out of Sight, Still in Mind: visually impaired women’s 

embodied accounts of ideal femininity” is similar to Hammer’s articles in that it is 

constructed around in-depth interviews with blind women regarding their gender 

performances.  Fannon identifies some of the same concepts, such as using appearance 

management to control the noticeability of their stigma, but she also identifies some 

different themes from her interviews.  Fannon focuses more on how the women present 

themselves physically, and touches on how it can be difficult for blind women to never 

find themselves portrayed in mainstream culture as the ideal of beauty, yet still be 

subjected to adhere to its expectations.  With an expansion in recent marketing 

campaigns to include what might be considered alternative beauties (such as the Target 

swimwear line featuring “real women,” or the Dove “Real Beauty” campaign that 

includes women of different sizes and colors) there is still a notable absence of disabled 

people.  Fannon remarks that it is now almost considered possible to conceive of 

anything as beautiful except disability.  While it is true that most of her research 



40 

 

participants cannot necessarily visually see that there are no blind or otherwise disabled 

representations in the media, they can still hear from their friends and family how the 

reproduction of ideas of beauty are still ableist.40  Most of the women that she 

interviewed had trusted friends or family members who would help them get ready for 

important events, fill them in on recent fashions, and give general advice on matters 

relating to their appearance.  While the women found this helpful and were grateful for 

the assistance, they felt it was a burden to have to rely on others to form their personal 

style and to “look their best.”  It can be especially difficult for the women to feel like 

they are playing into the trope of dependency that is assumed for blind people.   

However, Fannon’s article was problematic in that she assumed that her 

participants would want to achieve a particular “feminine ideal” that is 

heteronormative, sexist and naturalizes an ideological connection between female 

bodies and femininity.  Her three research questions were “how do women with visual 

disabilities understand the feminine ideal?; how do they embody and enact the 

feminine ideal?; and how does this information affect their body and self image?”41  

All of these questions were based on the assumption that the women she was 

interviewing had formed their gender performances based on culturally prescribed 

femininity.  While Fannon identifies new places where these women’s genders and 

blindness intersect, her emphasis on ideal femininity calls into question the reliability 

of her interpretation and analysis of the interviews.  If any of the women preferred not 

                                                 
40 Tara A. Fannon, “Out of Sight, Still in Mind: Visually Impaired Women’s Embodied Accounts of 

Ideal Femininity,” Disability Studies Quarterly 36, no. 1 (March 8, 2016), http://dsq-

sds.org/article/view/4326.  
41 Fannon, “Out of Sight, Still in Mind.”  
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to perform a culturally prescribed femininity, it may not have been reflected in the 

research.   

Many blind people understand their blindness as an aspect of identity, rather than 

just a physical problem of their body.  Most of my participants felt that it was a 

distinctive and important part of their identity. With disability as another aspect of 

identity, it can be interesting to see how expectations of one identity can eclipse that of 

another, as disability generally eclipses gender and sexuality.  As one of Hammer’s 

participants, Talia, stated, “I felt like . . . the boys weren’t looking at me as a girl… I 

didn’t feel like they were looking at me as a girl who had the potential to be interesting 

or anything. I felt like they looked through me… I wasn’t treated as a woman or as 

someone who belonged to a specific sex.”42  Relating to McRuer’s connection of the 

disabled person to a nonnormative sexuality, this quote indicates how in the eyes of her 

male peers, Talia’s blindness negated her sexuality, which for her was also related to 

her gender. As many theorists show, those who are considered able-bodied (and 

particularly non-blind) generally expect those with blindness to fail to meet the 

expectations that are tied to their sexuality and gender identity; blind people are 

projected to fail at meeting expectations.43  

Blind people have adopted various techniques to combat this expectation to fail.  

Hammer and Fannon explore one aspect of those techniques with emphasized feminine 

performances specifically used by women.  There haven’t been many studies done 

regarding blind men and how they try to fight the same expectations.  However, 

Adrienne Asch and Lawrence Sacks did a review of 25 autobiographies of blind men 
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43 See Asch and Sacks (1983), Goffman (1963), and Hammer (2012) 
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and women to see how they avoided being labeled “with ‘feminine’ traits such as 

dependency, subservience, and helplessness.”44  Asch and Sacks found that, for the 

men,  

Their stories are filled with attempts to fulfill the image of the 

typical or ideal male.  Their “macho” activities included practical 

jokes, drinking, conquests or attempted conquests of women, and 

reckless exploits such as driving a car or traveling without a cane 

or dog – all of which seemed to be attempts to seek out the male 

role rather than settle for the disabled role with its feminine 

connotations…45   

 

While it is generally more visual traits that shape the ideal woman, much of the ideal 

man is formed through behavioral traits.  A certain physicality accompanies the 

behavior of the ideal man, to be sure, but whereas the emphasis of gender performance 

on women is more within the realm of wearing feminine clothing, cultivating thinness, 

and generally displaying the body in a certain way, for men it is more about enacting 

dominance, aggressiveness, paternalism, and control.  

 I found one other notable article that discussed masculinity in relation to 

blindness, although it was not a study in the vein of Hammer, Fannon, Asch and Sack’s 

research.  Catherine Kudlick, a partially blind history professor, spent six months 

completing a training program at the Colorado Center for the Blind (CCB) in order to 

learn how to better operate with the vision that she did have.  She had specifically 

chosen a training center that was notorious for the adventurous nature of its program, 

and while she was there she gained an intimate look into a world that she characterized 
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as a “masculine reading of rugged individualism.”46  While there were women at the 

center as both employees and trainees, she mainly focused on men who were her 

teachers and peers. “…the men around me at the Colorado Center… all complained 

bitterly about how the sighted world’s treatment of them as helpless dependents was 

robbing them of their masculinity.”47  The aura of masculinity at this center was 

somewhat toxic, as the men would go to great lengths to prove their capability, 

including putting their lives or the lives of others at risk.  At one point, as Kudlick was 

practicing cane travel48 in the city under the supervision of her travel instructor Dirk, 

another trainee, Finn, collapsed due to a seizure.  While Kudlick was ready to call for 

an ambulance immediately, her travel instructor instead made her call and wait on hold 

in order to get the CCB to send a non-blind employee with a car all the way into town 

in order to take Finn to the hospital.  Paramedics arrived on the scene due to a call 

made by a bystander, and Finn was rushed to the hospital.  He recovered quickly, but 

the situation left a deep impact on Kudlick: she felt uneasy about putting her life in the 

hands of a man who appeared ready to make a “martyr” out of a blind person in order 

to prove his capability to non-blind people.49  

While the masculine performances were meant to toughen up the trainees in 

order to ready them for some of the realities that blind people face in the non-blind 

world, some registered them as an intensely uncomfortable experience.  Kudlick 

recognized the value of the lessens she learned at the center about navigating between 
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47 Kudlick, “The Blind Man’s Harley.”  
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49 Kudlick, “The Blind Man’s Harley.”  
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the amount of femininity she wished to perform and the aspects of masculinity that 

were defense mechanisms against the stereotypes of blindness.  “I confronted the fact 

that I choreographed my gendered role to ensure my survival… I gladly took up his 

[her teacher’s] invitation to march across the gender line.”50  However, the masculine 

performance that was encouraged by her travel instructor was also worrisome to her.   

Were we carrying this macho independence thing too far: blind 

people can do anything, so why ask for help in the face of death? 

...could my biker friend have been the victim of Dirk’s NFB 

machismo, his need to prove that blind people could survive on 

their own?  If this was so, then blindness could have killed Finn  – 

not because it made him pathetic and powerless but rather because 

someone had selfishly sought to prove that blindness was not these 

things.51 (Emphasis in original)  

 

 Kudlick’s article shared a very interesting perspective on the type of intense 

masculinity that many blind men tried to cultivate in a response to the stereotypes of 

helplessness that are associated with blindness.  However, there is still a 

disproportionate amount of analyzable studies done on blind women and their gender 

performances.  The lack of research completed on non-women identifying blind people 

has led to an unbalanced understanding of the intersections of gender and blindness.  

While much can be discovered looking at the research of Hammer and Fannon, there is 

room to push further.  The analysis of my interviews that follows presents blindness 

from a broader population, and indicates trends that have not appeared before, as well 

as new places where work can be done.   
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51 Kudlick, “The Blind Man’s Harley,” pgs. 1603-1604 
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Chapter 2: Analysis 

 

I guess I don’t feel overly feminine in many ways, and I’m not sure 

if a lot of that is because of maybe not putting a lot of emphasis on 

makeup or something, and I’m not sure… if I could see, if I would 

feel more feminine or something, I don’t know… And it’s weird to 

connect this so much to my blindness, because I don’t think I ever 

did before.  There were so many things that I knew would be 

different if I could see, but I never really thought that my gender 

identity was one of them, but I think the more that I think about it, 

I would definitely experience gender differently… my blindness is 

so relevant to the way that I experience gender! (Blake) 

 

I originally began my research considering how blindness and gender 

performance impacted each other among people along all parts of both the blindness 

and the gender spectrum.  Noting similar research done by Hammer and Fannon, I 

believed that I would be able to find discrete sets of performative acts that would fall 

under the category of gender performance for each person, regardless of their gender 

identity.  However, as I progressed through the analysis of my interviews, I realized 

that I was uncomfortable differentiating between the various aspects of identity and 

assigning certain characteristics as attributable to gender and others as attributable to a 

broader identity.  When a participant indicated that they wore dresses most of the time, 

but that they did so mostly because they liked to dress up for themselves, it was 

impossible to simply ascribe it to their personal preferences and say that it had nothing 

to do with an underlying factor of women’s socialization.  I also felt uneasy at the idea 

of interpreting every person’s performativity as always gendered.  However, if the 

logic that I have set up in the previous chapter is followed (that those who are disabled 
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are gendered beings, that blindness is a subset of disability, and therefore people who 

are blind are also gendered beings), then any performativity that can be observed is, at 

least in part, going to be gendered.  Indeed, almost all of the techniques that my 

participants directly cited or implicitly conveyed held performative aspects.  The fact 

that gendered individuals performed these techniques makes them in some ways 

gendered acts.  The techniques they cited were in no way natural to them.  Although 

many participants did not stop to consider their actions as distinct performances that 

could be used to forestall the judgments of non-blind people, they were all learned 

aspects.  The widespread use of these tactics, however, suggest that not only do they 

work in many circumstances, they can also be applied across the gender and blindness 

spectrums for all blind people.   

 

Techniques 

Dressing Up 

I found many similarities between the discussions I had with my participants 

and the observations reported in the research of Hammer and Fannon.  For the most 

part, it was important to my participants to be dressed appropriately for every occasion.  

The majority of them made decisions regarding their appearance so that they would fit 

into every occasion.  If an event called for a more formal dress code, they would make 

sure to follow it so that they did not stand out. While fashion wasn’t very important to 

many of the participants, they understood that they would be judged for how they were 

dressed by non-blind people.  Most interviewees explained that, no matter the occasion, 

if they dressed improperly (their clothes were mismatched, didn’t fit well, had stains on 
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them, were unfashionable, or were ill-suited for the occasion) it would be attributed to 

their blindness, which would be linked to an assumed personal incapability and 

dependence on others.  Even if a blind person was only going out to run errands, and 

they wanted to wear sweatpants, it wouldn’t be assumed that they were having a “lazy 

day,” but that they were incapable of dressing themselves well.  When I asked Lindsey 

if she ever capitulated to the college fashion of just getting out of bed and going to 

class, she said,  

Yeah, I still wore t-shirts and leggings and stuff like that, but I 

always wore things that fit me, not oversize baggy things.  I 

would, always look like I didn’t just wake up, hopefully.  If I wore 

gym clothes, I feel like I would do my hair, make sure my hair 

looked nice, even if it was in a ponytail, but I just wanted to make 

sure that I didn’t look like I was having a lazy day.  

 

Participants didn’t seem to have a significant struggle with how they presented 

themselves through dress, as some of the informants in Fannon’s study did.  Most of 

them had fairly simple routines and organizational methods that allowed them to 

ensure they chose clothes that matched.  Those who enjoyed fashion and placed a 

heavy emphasis on their clothing justified it by saying that they felt better when they 

dressed up more, although they knew that other’s opinions played a role in how they 

presented themselves.  None of my informants identified someone that played an 

integral role in their appearance, unlike Fannon’s participants, and nobody reported 

that they felt a loss of control over their style-construction either.  While they would 

consult friends or family members on final appearances and outfit decisions when it 

came to special occasions, they generally did not rely on a visual confirmation for their 

clothing.  
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Managing Blind Mannerisms 

Hammer introduces the aspect of managing blind mannerisms within her 

discussion of appearance management.  Blind mannerisms are the small movements 

and signs that visually reveal a person’s blindness, what one of Hammer’s participants 

called “acting blind.”52  These mannerisms are not as blatant as the white cane or guide 

dog that generally reveals a blind person’s presence.  Instead, they are much more 

subtle, such as a slight rocking back and forth on the feet, staring either off into the 

distance or at nothing in particular, and eyes that continually move and do not settle.  

These small movements can be disconcerting to non-blind people, and they can cause 

additional alienation for the blind person.  Austin, a congenitally blind 19-year-old, 

was able to speak to the reasons why he began thinking about these blind mannerisms, 

and why he trained himself to stop doing them.   

…when I was younger, I had to work on managing [blind 

mannerisms] a lot, particularly rocking back and forth, and waving 

my hands back and forth.  And sometimes I still do it, I know, I try 

to manage those as best as I can, but I don’t do them nearly as 

much as I used to… sometimes in the back of my mind, I’m 

thinking, “Ooh, I wonder what somebody thought about that…” I 

wanted to do what I could to assimilate myself into the community 

around me, and what everybody else was doing, and I knew that 

those things kind of looked weird, and in elementary and middle 

school, if somebody thought you looked weird, that could be 

grounds for exclusion… and also I thought that there would be in 

the future, when I would be looking for jobs, or I would be in 

college or whatever, that I probably would have less of an 

opportunity, less of a chance, of making an impression on 

potential employers, and that kind of thing, if I exhibited those 

mannerisms a lot.   

                                                 
52 Hammer, “Blind Women’s Appearance Management,” pg. 421.  
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For a while, concentrating on eliminating these movements were difficult for Austin, 

and he had to focus very hard on refraining from these behaviors because he 

understood that any outward sign of his blindness, his difference, would be treated as 

abnormal and would disadvantage him in the future.   

The discomfort that non-blind people feel when seeing blind people engaging in 

blind mannerisms impacts not only the person who has the mannerism, but also other 

blind people.  Bree, who has one prosthetic eye and one eye with no peripheral vision 

and only blurred central vision, described how she didn’t like going on outings with 

other people from her high school for blind students because she felt embarrassed to be 

associated with their lack of control over their mannerisms.   

Well, when I was [at a school for the blind] I’d be going in a group 

of blind people, it got a little embarrassing at times, because it’s 

just like, “Oh my goodness, I just want to hide and not be 

acknowledged or associated with them,” because there are so 

many variations of people with [blindness], that they will do some 

abnormal blind things, like rock or poke their eyes, and I just don’t 

want to be associated with that.  And people are like, “Why would 

you not be associated with someone who’s like you?”  And I’m 

like, “They are like me, but they’re not.” Because there are 

[various] visual degrees.  

 

Bree’s discomfort with being associated with other blind people eventually decreased 

as she began to accept her own blindness more.  This aspect of controlling appearance 

was perhaps the most consistent throughout studies on stigma management for blind 

people; even though it cannot be considered strictly a gendered performance, it is 

nonetheless a very conscious action.  While it may become second nature to most blind 

people, it is still a key aspect of their appearance management.  
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Displaying Confidence 

Despite the fact that clothes may carry considerable importance in the visual 

message of a blind person’s independence and capability, many of my participants 

stated that a display of confidence was the key aspect of their physical appearance.  

This display of confidence included keeping their head high, their chest out, and 

maintaining a brisk, steady pace.  If they were shuffling around, looking lost or 

confused, they were much more likely to be approached by a stranger ready to offer 

unneeded help and pity, or just outright grabbing them without asking permission.  I 

was interested to know if being approached would happen more often to blind women 

than blind men, but Lindsey felt the difference mainly lay in emoting confidence rather 

than portraying a certain gender.   

Lindsey: The ones that were more helpless, I’ll just say, like, they 

[were more often approached by strangers], but I would say the 

guys who were the same level as I was, because I considered 

myself a really good, confident traveler, and so I would say the 

guys that were good, confident travelers, did not [get approached], 

but the guys who would lollygag and look like they were helpless, 

yeah, they did, but I still don’t know if it was as much as the girls, 

but I think that blindness in general… you attract help because you 

are blind, I think it comes before gender for sure, but I think that 

guys would be more likely to be left alone probably... 

Alaina: So when you say helpless, what do you mean? 

Lindsey: I mean, there were just some guys, I mean girls and guys 

both, they would almost wait for somebody to help them, or they 

would just really struggle with finding… there were some people 

who really struggled with traveling.  Which was fine, and I’m not 

saying they’re helpless for struggling, but I’m just saying there 

were some people who were waiting for an out, waiting for 

somebody to just give them the answer. 

Alaina: And you think they presented that in their appearance as 

well? 
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Lindsey: Exactly, I think the people could see the confidence in 

you, and I think the people that were less confident definitely 

attracted more help.  

 

Ashley had a different way of dealing with unwanted approaches from strangers 

that was quite distinctive from any of the others I spoke with.  She actively tried to 

portray a tougher, less approachable persona to prevent herself from being seen as 

helpless and pitiable.   

I will present in ways that make me seem less approachable, I 

guess? And it’s just how… I guess I have to live my life at other 

people’s mercy a lot.  I live in a pretty rural town, I don’t have 

Uber, I don’t have a lot of ways to get places or do things, so how 

I make up for my loss of independence in one way is to be 

emotionally distant and make sure that people perceive me as kind 

of intimidating.  

 

The distant, withdrawn attitude that she adopted helped to keep away most unwanted 

attention, but it may also have kept away possible social connections.  By portraying 

this intimidating countenance, both the people who might bother her as well as 

potential friends would avoid her.  For Ashley, it was difficult for her to adopt a 

positive confidence about her blindness.  Her transition from partial blindness to total 

blindness was very traumatic and took place over a short period of time.  Even though 

it had been seven years since her vision change had occurred, she still did not feel like 

she had come to terms with her blindness.  The unapproachable demeanor she 

portrayed was only one of her personal methods to deal with the condescending 

attitudes she felt from non-blind people.   

 

Education Through Example 
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Many of my participants expressed the need to actively demonstrate their 

capabilities, whether within the realm of academics, fitting into non-blind culture, or 

any of the simple, daily tasks that non-blind people assume they can’t do.  Some felt 

that it was better to educate non-blind people by example and by living full lives, rather 

than by trying to explain the extent of their abilities to non-blind people.  When I asked 

Samantha if she ever did anything to change other’s opinions of blind people, she 

responded with,  

I mean yeah, I’ll talk to people, but my… [thing] has always been 

live by example, so like, people on campus see me running 

around, taking 18 [course] hours, running a student organization, 

generally being involved in life, and I like to think that seeing me 

do all those things is a way of educating them that blind people are 

capable. 

 

This idea of education by example extended beyond the scope of life events, such as 

attending college or having a successful career, and could be seen within small tasks.  

Aaron, a congenitally blind 19-year-old with some light perception, enjoyed being the 

first of his friends to cross into a busy intersection, to prove that, despite the fact that he 

did not have sight and could not see when the traffic stopped and the light turned to 

“cross,” he had other ways to know that it was safe for him to cross the road.   

I still have people that, when I’m going across the street on 

campus, they’ll assume I can’t do that, so they’ll tell me when to 

cross, and that will be helpful sometimes, sometimes I do 

appreciate it, because there are some times when there is no traffic, 

so I can’t tell that the light changed, but other times it’s annoying, 

and I’ve had experiences where they’re not paying attention, and 

I’ll tell them they can cross, and I’ll go out, and then they hesitate 

for a second, and then they’re like, “Oh, shoot, I can!”  And they’ll 

follow me, so that kind of makes me laugh, I’m like, “Ha, ha!”  
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When meeting a new person or walking around town with somebody for the first time, 

Aaron would even assure them of his capability to complete small tasks, like crossing 

the street, by telling them a story.   

I have to, if I’m with a sighted person, especially if I’m first 

meeting them and… maybe I’ll comment on, I’ll tell some story, 

some experience I had, like, I was standing at a light, and maybe 

something happened, and I was listening to the surge, or listening 

for changes or stuff like that, and I would tell that story so that in a 

way I’m telling them, “Hey, I have done this before.”  And again, 

I’m always paying attention when I’m with them because I love 

those couple times, I love being able to do the lights change, and 

I’ll go ahead and start crossing, and my friends be like, “Wait, no 

Aaron, don’t!”  And they’re like, “Oh, [the light has changed].” 

And I’m already halfway across.   

 

However, Aaron realized sometimes that he would be displaying his abilities for no 

reason, and had to be careful not to take this performance too far.  

 … when I’m around even my sighted friends, I have to watch 

myself because I feel the need to prove myself, and they may have 

confidence that I can do stuff, but I know for me, I’m always 

thinking that, “Man, if I don’t do this right, what are they going to 

think, and how is that going to play into it?”  

 

This intense drive to demonstrate his capability would occasionally get Aaron into 

trouble; he would attempt to do something that he knew practically was beyond his 

limits, such as carrying two plates of food in the dining hall with his cane.  When he 

would drop the plates or run into things he couldn’t detect because he wasn’t using his 

cane, and he would grow extremely embarrassed.  Unlike the men at the Colorado 

Center for the Blind that Kudlick described in her article, however, Aaron understood 

that it was his determination to prove himself that got him into trouble, not his 
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blindness; he did not try to take his performance of capability so far as to be dangerous 

to himself or others.  

 Jessica, a 21-year-old who had been blind since she was nine months old, 

would demonstrate her ability by never asking to change a meeting place just because it 

would be more difficult for her to get there; she instead seemed to thrive on the 

challenge that it posed to her, and gave her pride when she could make it there 

successfully.  

Going into NYC and meeting up with friends or meeting up with 

people, it’s nerve wracking because NYC is intense, but I just… If 

someone says meet me here, I’m just like, “Yeah, sure, see you 

there.”  I’ll just figure it out, I don’t say, “Oh, can we actually 

meet here, or can you guys come here, and then we’ll go there.”  I 

just roll with it… 

 

Many of my participants shared Jessica’s dislike of having to rely on friends and 

family members to drive them places, and they were extremely reticent to ask others to 

pick them up.  Most would prefer to use public transportation or even walk to reach 

their destination rather than have someone take them, just so that they could do it 

themselves.  Jessica even did this when she was going on a first date in an unfamiliar 

city.  Despite the fact that her date offered to pick her up, she insisted on making her 

way there by herself to subtly prove to him that she was capable of getting around even 

though she was blind.   

 

Joking and Comedy 

One new technique that had not been addressed in any of the research I read 

was the use of comedy by the blind to change people’s opinions on what it means to be 
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blind, or even to alleviate the pressures of blindness on themselves.  The attempt to 

display to friends, and sometimes strangers, that their blindness does not rule their lives 

and dictate their every move might be manifested as a joke or even a comedic 

performance.  Several informants said that they would make jokes, which might 

normally be seen as offensive, in order to make their friends more comfortable with the 

idea of them being blind. Miles, a congenitally blind 25-year-old, would try to find a 

way to incorporate a joke about his blindness when he was first meeting somebody to 

indicate to them that blindness wasn’t a topic that they should feel a need to avoid.   

Usually when I’m first meeting somebody, I’m a little more 

hesitant, because I know some people take… awhile to get used to 

the fact that I joke around about it.  Like if I joke around about it, 

some people don’t know whether to laugh, or they just look at me 

like, “Uh, how do I react?” So I kind of read how they react to 

certain things, and based on that, I’ll either let it go, and let them 

make their own judgments, or if they seem a little more loose, I’ll 

make a joke, see how they react… So I exude being open, talking 

about it, and making jokes about it, to make them feel, okay, you 

can talk, laugh at it, it’s not a big deal.  And I like to joke around.  

 

However, for Rick, who was a congenitally blind 20-year-old with some light 

perception, his jokes were for the benefit of himself, as well as his friends and family, 

rather than to educate others.  He would occasionally switch places with a non-blind 

friend, so that he could escape from feeling blind.   

I think, just certain actions that I do, I don’t know how to explain 

it, they’re kind of dumb… I sometimes do it to bring me out of the 

blindness world, and into the sighted world a little bit.  I think 

another funny story, we were at Kohl’s, me and my brother.  And I 

came out of a dressing room, and I said, “Hey, give me your 

glasses, and I’ll give you my cane.” So he starts using the cane, 

and he’s technically guiding me, but he’s acting like he can’t see, 

and I’m supposedly guiding him, although technically he is, and 

people are like, “Hello,” and I’m like, “Hey,” and just walking by, 
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and one other time (I do this actually quite a bit) I had to go up to 

my bus, and I told my friend, “Hey, you want to act kind of dumb 

with me?”  And so I had two canes, but I put one in the backpack, 

and I told him, “Hey, I’ll pretend I’m guiding you, and you 

pretend that you’re blind.”  So he’s using the cane, trying to use it 

like me, and people are giving him the stares, and he’s like, “Oh 

god I hate this!” And it was funny! (Emphasis added) 

 

This comment showed that not only could comedy serve to educate non-blind 

people on the reality that the life of a blind person is not as bleak and empty of an 

existence as most people believe, but it could also afford some alleviation of the weight 

of dealing with a stigma daily for the blind person.  Despite the fact that being blind is 

not the desperate existence mainstream culture has led non-blind people to believe, it 

can be stressful and exhausting to cope with the resulting pressures; for Rick, a jocular 

manner was one strategy to deal with it.  

However, using comedy to alter other people’s expectations of blind people 

was not always a straightforward technique that could improve non-blind people’s 

perceptions of blindness.  Just as with many forms of comedy, blind jokes are 

sometimes simply inappropriate.  When used in an improper context, these jokes can 

be very hurtful, in ill taste, and can propagate negative connotations around blindness.  

According to Miles, although he would use blind jokes as a way to break the ice, open 

up the issue for discussion, or just to be funny, not everybody could make jokes 

tastefully and in a constructive manner.   

It’s weird for me, because sometimes it depends on the person, 

like, there are just… I don’t even know how to explain what I’m 

looking for in this, but there are some people, they make a joke, 

and it just irritates me, and I’m not sure why, I don’t know 

whether it’s their personality, or they’re trying to be funny… I 

don’t know.  There are some people that I’ve met that immediately 
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get the hang of it and I think it’s hilarious.  There’s some people 

that make jokes, but for some reason, just irritate me, and I don’t 

know why.  I don’t know whether it’s how I read their personality 

or their voice, or I don’t know what it is, but I’ve had experiences 

where I’ll meet someone and they make a joke, and I’ll think it’s 

hilarious, and then I’ll meet someone else and they might make a 

joke and I’m like, “That is actually kind of annoying.”  And I 

don’t even have a really good explanation, it just annoys me. 

 

It appears that, much in the same way that comments and jokes regarding race can be 

much different when told by different people in a variety of contexts, not all blind 

jokes are acceptable.  This was one of the practices that came up less frequently in my 

interviews; only four interviewees directly reported that they would joke about their 

blindness in order to change how non-blind people understood them.  However, most 

of my participants took a somewhat light attitude towards their blindness, and even 

though they did not explicitly state that they would use comedy in the ways depicted 

above, there was the general feel that they didn’t take it too seriously.   

 

Representation of the Blind Community 

Many of the interviewees spoke about how whenever they go out, they are 

conscious of the fact that they are potentially representing every person in the blind 

community.  Even if they do not directly interact with non-blind people, they 

understand that if their blindness is visible, they can still be judged for it.  This can be 

seen in Bree’s story, when she was so reluctant to be seen with a group of blind people 

who did not control their blind mannerisms; despite the fact that she was not portraying 

the same blind mannerisms, she knew she was being judged as if she did, simply 

because she was also a blind person.  Most non-blind people won’t meet many blind 
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people in their lives, so the ones they do meet can leave a very distinct impression that 

can be formative to their understanding of blindness.  For this reason, many blind 

people understand it as imperative that they continually present themselves as capable, 

independent beings through dressing well, emoting confidence, and managing their 

appearance. By maintaining all of these meticulous performances, blind people can 

both deflect and subvert the assumptions that are contained within the historical and 

cultural narrative of blindness.  This careful consideration and management of their 

actions and appearances can educate an uninformed population about what is 

achievable when you are blind.   

 

Manifestation of Expectations 

There are many expectations and assumptions that non-blind people have about 

blindness and blind people; my participants demonstrated that they were well aware of 

these expectations.  Because non-blind people cannot imagine how they would be able 

to live if they were blind, they generally assume that blind people are incapable of 

taking care of themselves, performing the most basic tasks, and functioning in general 

without help.  Often times, a person’s blindness causes non-blind people to assume 

they have other aspects of body or mind that would not be considered fully functional.  

One participant expressed how, during a fire alarm, an RA was worried about how the 

elevators shut down.   

And I did a question and answer session at a meeting of RAs, and 

one of the RAs was telling this story about… we had this fire 

alarm… that went off, and the elevator shut down, and she kept 

freaking out, and kept calling security, and tried to get them to fix 
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it, and she was like, “Come on, you’ve gotta fix this now, there’s 

someone in here who really needs this elevator, he’s blind!” And 

she said, “Why didn’t you get on security and the physical plant 

people and try to get them to fix it?”  And I said, “Well, what does 

blindness have to do with my ability to use the stairs?” (Austin) 

 

All of the people that I spoke with had extensive means of operating 

independently, most often with help from certain tools (discussed below).  While they 

might occasionally need help finding things in a new city or getting a verbal 

description for something visual, they are able to function without the assistance of 

non-blind people.  However, since the non-blind don’t know what those tools and 

methods are, they often overstep boundaries and invade spaces as they make 

assumptions about what the blind need.  Aid offered to blind people becomes invasive, 

annoying, and discrediting to their competence when the non-blind unduly, and without 

request, insert themselves into blind people’s lives.  Participants reported having their 

physical space invaded constantly, being pulled in a direction after having requested 

only verbal directions, and being seized upon stepping off a curb or onto an escalator.  

Sometimes, even others who can be considered disabled question the capability of 

blind people, despite the struggle within the generalized “disabled” community to 

demonstrate self-sufficiency.   

I was flying from Louisiana to Arizona… I was just having the 

worst luck with my flight, it kept getting delayed, and then it 

finally got cancelled, so I was in Atlanta by myself at like 

midnight… the next morning… I had to get up and go to the 

airport to fly out at like 6:00 am or something, and there was this 

guy that was there… and he was going to get a wheelchair to have 

somebody to take him around the airport so he didn’t have to 

walk, and he said, ‘Oh!  Well, I’ll have them get you one too.’ 

And I said, ‘No, no, no, that’s okay, I can do it myself, it’s totally 

fine,’ so this guy gets his wheelchair, and he insisted that I stay 
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with him, and I was like, ‘No, I’m good,’ and he said, ‘No you can 

just hold onto my wheelchair, it’s fine, I’ll just walk around with 

you and you can hold onto my wheelchair.’  And I said, ‘No, I 

totally got it, I need to find something to eat anyways.’ You know 

I was just looking for any excuse, and so then, I finally broke 

away from him… (Lindsey) 

 

Despite the fact that this man himself was in a wheelchair and most likely knew what it 

is like to have others always assume you need help, he still cast Lindsey in the role of 

the helpless blind person.  This example demonstrates the extent to which blind people 

are assumed incapable of managing for themselves.   

In general, blind women are assumed to be incapable of dressing well, wearing 

makeup, cooking, and being capable mothers, while blind men are assumed to be weak 

and dependent, and because of that dependency, effeminate.  As Blake described, it felt 

dehumanizing to not even be expected to achieve a bare minimum, even when they 

knew those expectations are a societal construct and impedes expression of a free 

identity.  For Blake, whom others have identified as a woman for most of their life, 

feelings regarding others’ expectations became even more difficult to deal with when 

they were in relation to gender.  Despite the fact that they knew the expectations put on 

women, like wearing makeup and looking beautiful, are constraining and damaging to 

people’s identities and self-conceptions, they still felt like “less of a person” when 

others didn’t have the same expectations for them. 

Blind people often hear comments such as, “Oh, it’s so amazing that you can do 

that in your condition,” or, “I wouldn’t have even known you were blind if you didn’t 

have your stick,” (in reference to the iconic white cane that many of the blind carry).  

Not only do these comments show the lack of confidence non-blind people have in 
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blind people’s general ability to accomplish tasks, it also shows the conception that 

blindness is somehow a shameful problem, instead of a condition that many face at 

some point in their life.  This is not to dismiss the experiences and the difficulties of 

those who go from having a certain amount of sight to having significantly less, 

because it can be difficult to grow accustomed to that change and transition into a very 

different way of life.  However, growing up with the implied understanding that 

something that is a significant part of you is inherently wrong can take a toll on 

someone and make it difficult for them to come to terms with their blindness.   

Blind people’s problems come more from other’s treatment of blindness as 

threatening and problematic, rather than from physically being blind.  For those who 

have adjusted to their blindness, learned how to interact with the sighted environment, 

and come to terms with their blindness, they have a life that is just as full as a non-

blind person’s, and they wouldn’t necessarily want to gain vision.  Blind people are 

often asked, “Don’t you want your sight back?”  People also approach them, saying 

that they will pray for them to get their vision back.  The misconceptions that blind 

people want vision and that they always had vision in the first place is driven from the 

high value placed on sight by society.  This can be an experience that ranges from 

mildly amusing to somewhat uncomfortable for those who are congenitally blind, 

considering they have led full lives without ever having been non-blind.  When we 

were talking about what judgments she faces from non-blind people, Jen, who was 

nineteen years old and congenitally blind with some light perception, said, “I’ve had 

people come up to me and tell me that they were going to pray for me, and that they 

hope I get my sight back, which is kind of funny to me because I’ve never had it in the 
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first place…. People automatically have lower expectations of you.”  Similarly, David 

stated, “I’ve been blind all my life, and I know that when I go to heaven, or whatever 

you believe, I know that yes, I will get my sight, but I’ve never had my sight, I’ve 

never owned my sight…”  The expectation that blind people would want “their” sight 

“back” is again derived from compulsory able-bodiedness: it is assumed that they 

would want to achieve normalcy.  This assumption never pauses to consider the fact 

that blind people might be very happy with how they understand and communicate 

with the world.   

 

Technology 

A great deal of emphasis was placed on technology within my interviews.  

Even the interviews themselves were only able to take place due to online resources, 

communication via email, phone calls, and video chats.  I discovered that technology 

permeated multiple aspects of the lives of all of my participants, and therefore deserved 

notice within my study.  It is difficult to separate all of the aspects of technology into 

one discrete section due to its permeability into every aspect of my informants’ lives.  

There are some facets that I have refrained from mentioning in this section, in order to 

place them within other contexts.   

The most well-known and recognizable tools that blind people use are white 

canes, guide dogs, and braille.  However, with the development of technology that is 

widespread and affordable to most everyone, their options have improved drastically.53  

                                                 
53 The technology that a blind person may need can still be quite expensive.  This is one area that 

disability legislation has been able to help with: blind people can get laptops, braille displays, monitors, 

and other items to increase their accessibility in the classroom for free or reduced cost.  There were 
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Maneuvering through unfamiliar cities has become much easier with GPS and voice 

directions on smart phones.  Apps like “Be My Eyes” connect a non-blind person with 

a blind person in order to assist in finding specific visual items.  Shopping can be done 

independently with apps that read text aloud and identify different quantities of money.  

These technologies make it possible for blind people to operate more independently 

and not rely on family, friends, or even strangers to offer help with directions or 

differentiation of objects. 

Another area that technology has impacted significantly is academics and 

education for blind people.  Many intelligent, capable blind students have been forced 

into less rigorous classes, or classes for mentally disabled students, for two related 

reasons.  First, people believe that just because a student is blind, they will not be able 

to manage the schoolwork required of their non-blind peers.  Second, schools do not 

know what tools they need to give blind students to accommodate for their blindness.  

While blind students are typically just as capable of completing the scholarly tasks set 

up for them, they may require different avenues to receive the information.  Those who 

have some vision can use computers and iPads that digitally enlarge reading materials, 

or small cameras and monitors that make what would be indistinguishable on a 

whiteboard large enough for a blind person to see in class.  Text-to-speech and speech-

to-text apps make writing and reading possible when it wasn’t before, and programs 

such as Jaws and operating systems such as iOS contain tools to allow greater 

accessibility to information.  This does not mean that blind students today don’t have 

                                                                                                                                              
multiple conversations on the NABS listserv that I read regarding how to access funds for a new 

computer, or having a dispute with a disability aids office over compatibility between one state-funded 

device and another. 
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problems within the classroom; indeed, sometimes the presence of technology can 

over-complicate matters, such as for Aaron: 

Most professors were fine with me taking tests in their class, I had 

one professor who was okay with it, sort of, but then he didn’t 

send me the document in the correct format, and then he couldn’t 

convert it… so then I spent that class trying to convert it, and I 

couldn’t do it either, and after that I had to use the testing center, 

which I didn’t like, because I didn’t need the extra time… I didn’t 

like to be separated because of inaccessibility, so that was 

frustrating… I always had accessibility issues with that, that had to 

be resolved, so that was definitely frustrating, something that I 

knew that other students weren’t having to deal with.  But for the 

most part, things were accessible…  

 

For Ashley, she found that her grasp of material mattered far less than her 

ability to work out accessibility issues with professors and administrators, which 

therefore caused a lot of anxiety and distress in her college experience.  

…it’s frustrating to feel like sometimes I am graded not on how 

capable I am of memorizing and learning material, but how well I 

can fight battles about accessibility.  That’s happened a couple of 

times, I’m like, “Yep.  I got that C, I’m happy to get that C, 

because I had to fight for every single thing in that class.  Even if I 

understood it at an A level.” 

 

Most of the people that I spoke with had some issues involving different technologies 

that were meant to provide them with easier accessibility, however they felt that 

overall, these tools helped them in their pursuit of academics more than they hindered 

them.   

Possible future technologies could also solve one of the biggest issues for blind 

people: transportation.  For those who live in large cities with good public 

transportation, moving around independently can be no problem.  For those who have 

to wait for inconsistent public transportation or must rely on others to drive them 
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places, they are at a great disadvantage.  This was one of the areas that bothered my 

participants the most.  They dreaded asking family and friends for rides, even though 

no one expected otherwise.   

I kind of have some hang-ups about asking people for help in any 

sort of context… I got so self-conscious about asking people for 

rides, and I don’t even know why, because obviously people do 

that, but it’s different from you not having a car because you don’t 

have a car, and you not having a license because you are blind. 

(Blake) 

 

It was a balancing act between wanting to be independent and wanting to partake in 

experiences that others were having.  While industries have begun developing self-

driving cars for several years, legislation has been passed in order to prevent blind 

people from owning and operating these vehicles.54  Companies are worried about 

liability and safety issues, and feel that they cannot trust a blind person to be the 

secondary operator in a self-driving car.  Blindness organizations like the American 

Foundation for the Blind (AFB) are attempting to get legislation passed that will allow 

the blind to operate these cars due to the incredible impact it would have on the blind 

community.  Indeed, Kirk Adams, the current president of the AFB, stated, “driving is 

one of the last barriers for people who are blind.”55  Once they can move freely on their 

own, they will be one step closer towards living without the aid of non-blind people; 

they hope that being able to show complete independence will dispel even more of the 

stigma that surrounds blindness.   

 

                                                 
54 Lecture given by Kirk Adams, September 28, 2017 
55 Lecture given by Kirk Adams, September 28, 2017. 
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Community, Relationships, and Dating 

The age group that I interviewed is more connected through technology than 

any previous generation.  The average blind person between the ages of 45-55 might be 

more in touch with advances in technology than a non-blind person of their age, due to 

the improvement in accessibility that it offers blind people.  However, those within the 

age group of my study grew up with the invention of modern social media platforms 

and widespread use of computers and smart phones.  This generation of blind people is 

more in touch with technology and it has made quite a difference in how they 

communicate and establish connections. The blind community is much stronger due to 

the Internet because blind people are not located in discrete geographical areas, unlike 

how many other marginalized groups can be organized.  Whereas it is more common 

for people of a certain race to live within one geographic area, such as specific 

neighborhoods, cities, or parts of the country, blind people are spread far and wide.  

The Internet and common technology has helped them cohere into a dense network that 

offers everything from advice for where to order books in braille to advertising for 

scholarships and opportunities that are targeted towards blind people.  Relationships 

can be established and grown solely via the Internet.  Organizations like the NFB and 

the AFB have different conferences and conventions that bring blind people together 

from all over the state or country; the connections that are established at these meetings 

can then be continued over email, texting, or even message boards within the 

organization’s website.   

This high degree of connection through the Internet extends notably into the 

realms of relationships and dating.  Almost all of my participants were either in a long-
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distance relationship or had been in one previously.  Even those who preferred 

relationships where they could have regular physical contact with their partner had 

been in long-distance relationships before.  It may be a product of the blind culture that 

long-distance relationships are understood to be more achievable for blind people, who 

are already used to communicating heavily through technology, than for non-blind 

people, who may not have as much experience communicating in that way.  Aaron 

found it somewhat difficult to engage in a long-distance relationship with a non-blind 

woman compared with his previous blind partner.   

…she’d show me videos and stuff, and sometimes I understood, 

but other times I was like, I don’t get it…  Like one of the things 

that I had loved to do with my blind [ex-] girlfriend, we’d read 

books together, but we’d read these audiobooks that were 

dramatized, with a voice actor and stuff, but with the sighted girl, 

there’s little stimulus there, there’s nothing to help her, she 

actually has to sit there and listen, and for me that’s fine, that’s 

what I do all day, but for her that was hard.  

  

Additionally, many of my participants that were in relationships had partners who were 

somewhat out of the standard range of their age cohort. I believe this could be due to a 

variety of reasons, one of which is the space of the blind-training center.  Many of the 

participants that I spoke with went to training programs so that they could gain 

specialized skills for blind people to live independently.  Most chose to attend training 

after they graduated from high school and before they began college.  However, if 

someone had not been born blind, or lost vision at a very early age, they might not 

attend a training program until somewhat later in their life.   

Samantha went to a center between her senior year of high school and her first 

year of college, and that was where she met her current boyfriend, who is seven years 
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older than she is.  He was born with “a lot of sight,” but began to go blind and had a 

hard time adjusting.  This placed him at the training center at a slightly advanced age.  

He now lives across the country from Samantha, but they keep in contact by talking on 

the phone and texting daily, with occasional visits to each other.  People generally 

aren’t at the same places in their life in terms of their age, level of schooling, or point 

in their careers when they frequent the space of the blind center; this allows for 

relationships to occur across greater age divides.  Aaron, who had just finished his first 

semester of college, had been dating a woman in law school for a year.  This age 

difference seems to exist not only in romantic relationships, but also within friendships.  

Some of my participants indicated that they were closer to some blind people who were 

much older than they were with non-blind peers, due to the shared experiences that 

they had. 

 

Dating Blind People  

I was interested to find that many of my participants had strong opinions on 

dating non-blind versus blind people.  Some preferred to date exclusively non-blind 

people, some exclusively blind people, and some would date either but still held a 

preference.  As illustrated above with Aaron and his experience having trouble 

connecting with a non-blind woman, many blind people feel like they cannot connect 

on the same level with a non-blind person as they can with another blind person.  

Aaron spoke with me about how there is a definite blindness culture, established 

around common trials and successes, as well as mutual interests.  

…often blindness is talked about like it’s a disability, and even 

people in the blind community are like, that’s the only thing that’s 
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different, is I’m blind, but there’s nothing else, but in reality, 

blindness is a culture, and when you’re with other blind people, 

you talk about, oh, the screen reader on my phone and computer is 

doing this, or I can’t figure out why, and you talk about more 

audio emphasized things because you’re paying attention to it, and 

you’re like, “Oh, yeah, this is it…” So there’s just different things 

that we’ll talk about, you know, crazy sighted people and them 

doing things to us, and then great sighted people doing wonderful 

things, and then there’s this whole online culture, where we have 

our own version of audio clips that circulated, almost like talking 

about YouTube videos, and we still talk about YouTube videos 

too, but there is another aspect that people don’t see, and so, we 

have that, and it’s just, there’s a whole other culture to it... and so I 

think that plays into it, because it’s hard for me to get out of that 

culture, if I was dating someone that was sighted, because if I 

explain this to you, are you going to get it? 

 

I was able to witness some of this blind culture and its extensive connectivity.  

When I joined the NABS listserv to find participants for my thesis, I began to receive 

emails that pertained to all aspects of life.  People asked questions about studying 

abroad, making Facebook groups, getting funding for summer courses, and debating 

the merits of different computer programming systems.  I was introduced to a whole 

new vocabulary of disability aid services and accommodative technology, and was 

astounded at how many different people were eager to offer advice and input on a wide 

variety of topics.  These people had a sense of belonging due to their shared 

experiences and participation in different aspects of the community.  Seeing this 

exchange made me realize how difficult it could be to form a relationship, romantic or 

otherwise, if one party was not privy to the particularities of blind culture.   

Just as when Aaron felt the need to prove himself to his non-blind friends, he 

also felt that if he dated a non-blind girl he would feel pressure to constantly prove 

himself to her, which would be “draining” on him and the relationship.  Jessica also felt 
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like it was difficult to connect to non-blind men over any of the issues that related to 

her blindness, and Emma had a similar feeling of inequality in relationships that she 

has had with non-blind people.   

I think that, when going out somewhere new, I think it’s fun to be 

with a blind guy, and discover where we need to be, and to work 

as a team to figure out where everything is.  I think that’s cool, I 

like that challenge.  I don’t always feel like an equal contributor 

when I’m with a sighted guy, because if we walk into a new 

restaurant, I don’t know where the ladies room is, and I don’t 

know… I don’t know those things.  I definitely feel a little bit 

disadvantaged, but, if I’m walking in with a blind guy, neither of 

us know where anything is, so we’re both going to ask questions, 

and we’re both going to figure it out, and whatever! So… it does 

bother me, and I let it bother me more than it bothers the guys I’ve 

been with have let it bother them; I don’t think it really bothers 

them.  I think they kind of expect, “Obviously you don’t know 

where it is, you’ve never been here.”  And I’m like, “Oh my gosh! 

I’m not an equal part of this relationship!” And the guy’s just like, 

“You didn’t know where the bathroom was, it’s not a big deal…” I 

think I probably make it out more than it is, more than it needs to 

be.  

 

Many of those who were in relationships with blind people felt that it brought a sense 

of adventure to an outing, having to figure out together where they were going, how 

they were going to get there, and how to plan their outing together, instead of having 

one (non-blind) person be responsible for everything.  Despite preferring this feeling of 

equality within a relationship, Aaron also recognized that he enjoys when he feels like 

he could have a relationship with a non-blind person.   

But at the same time there was a feeling of… it’s terrible, but…  

with blind people, there’s a sense that if we’re not dating a sighted 

person or a sighted person doesn’t want to date us, it must be 

because we’re not attractive.  And so it’s kind of like, you want 

that, sometimes I want that verification, like I’m in a relationship 

now, but sometimes I’m like, “Man, I wish a sighted person would 
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come up to me and ask me out,” because I would feel really good, 

and I would also feel terrible because I would have to say no, and 

that would hurt their feelings, and I would feel awful about that.  

But, this little terrible part of me would feel happy because I 

would have the affirmation that I want.   

  

My participants had the understanding that it can be validating to feel that you can be 

appreciated visually as well as for your personality.  While most of my informants 

placed other aspects of self-worth far below their physical appearances, the fact that 

our society is so visual and based off of first visual impressions could still have an 

impact on them; they still felt good when they thought that non-blind people thought 

they were physically attractive.   

 

Exclusively Dating Non-Blind People 

The flipside to this preference for blind partners is somewhat more complicated 

and problematic.  For those who stated that they preferred or had dated only non-blind 

people in the past, there seemed to be a lot of tension within them regarding their own 

blindness, and identity as blind people.  Ashley had been born with partial, “pretty 

usable vision,” but went entirely blind during the end of high school.  She went through 

a very tumultuous period as she began adjusting to blindness, and still felt that she had 

not fully adapted to it.  Finding a partner wasn’t as important to her since she identified 

somewhere on the spectrum of asexuality.56  However, when she would look for 

partners, especially soon after she lost her vision, she would choose people that she 

would not normally select simply because she “felt like I had nothing else to offer…” 

and thought all they would want with her was sex.  For Blake, when they initially 

                                                 
56 This is not to say that all asexual people do not want a partner; some look for romantic partners, or 

partners in other capacities.  
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started dating people, they would always turn down any blind person who expressed 

interest in them, which they recognize now as a sign of their being conditioned to 

understand blindness as a lack, and as a detriment.  When I asked them if the people 

they had dated were generally blind or non-blind, they responded:  

Yeah, my super long [relationship] was with a sighted person.  

And, oh god, this is going to be kind of a hard thing for me to 

say… I think a lot of that too was, part of that expectation that 

blindness is not a good thing or a healthy thing, and so for the 

longest time there was this… if I ever imagined myself with a 

person, I didn’t want to be with a blind person.  And that’s kind of 

hard, because… that’s who I am.  How can I have those standards 

when that’s who I am?  I don’t know, but I think that definitely 

has maybe played a role in the people that I’ve been interested in, 

and hopefully that wouldn’t be the case anymore, but that’s 

definitely relevant to the way that I… did when I was looking, not 

even looking, but if people made overtures to me, it was easy to 

say, “Oh I wouldn’t date this person because they were blind,” so I 

guess that’s relevant to the way that I navigated dating. 

 

This worry about not being good enough to date a non-blind person due to their 

blindness placed a heavy emotional toll on both of my participants who shared this 

sentiment.  Not only was it destructive to the relationships they constructed with 

potential partners, but it also erected personal barriers that hindered their process of 

developing pride in their identities as blind.  It is a phenomenon that appears within the 

non-blind world as well, where a person’s lack of confidence regarding some aspect of 

themselves can lead to an enactment of sexuality in order to find reassurance of an 

aspect of their worthiness.   
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Turning Away from Hegemonic Masculinity 

Asch and Sacks say, from the autobiographies they have analyzed, that men and 

women would try to align themselves with stereotypical forms of masculinity in order 

to be perceived as capable, independent individuals.   

First, we know that both men and women, especially those who 

became blind in childhood or adolescence, viewed their primary 

task as becoming independent and mastering the world.  To do so, 

they had to acquire certain traits associated with the role of the 

ideal man: ambition, aggressiveness, independence, involvement 

in the world.  The blind man who develops these traits aligns more 

with the ideal-man role than with the disability role, which makes 

him more attractive to women.  The blind woman who acquires 

these characteristics seems to deviate from society’s view of the 

ideal woman.  She is perceived as less feminine, if not asexual.57   

 

Oftentimes, movies depict blind men taking reckless actions in order to “regain” their 

“stolen” masculinity.58  They feel their masculinity has been stolen by their status as 

blind and disabled, since disability signifies being dependent and helpless whereas 

masculinity signifies being powerful and autonomous.59  Although this tactic seems to 

follow a certain logic, given what we know of gender theory (men might try to distance 

themselves from what are considered female traits by adopting a hyper-masculinity), I 

did not find this in my conversations with participants. While most of the people that I 

spoke with had strong ambitions, it was less for the purpose of (re)gaining masculinity, 

and more in order to accomplish their academic and life goals.  For those who 

identified as women, any so called “masculine” traits such as ambition and 

involvement in the world were necessary to progress within their academics and/or 

                                                 
57 Asch and Sacks, “Lives Without, Lives Within,” pg. 244. 
58 Kleege, Sight Unseen. 
59 Shuttleworth et al., “The Dilemma of Disabled Masculinity.”  
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lives, and they did not report that others understood them as asexual or less feminine 

due to their adopting those traits. For those who identified as men, rather than trying to 

gain a masculinity that was taken away from them because of their blindness, they did 

not stake their masculinity in the stereotypical places, and instead focused on other 

areas and methods of proving themselves.60   

While I found that my participants wanted to be independent individuals, and 

they despised being seen as incapable and pitiable disabled people, they did not feel the 

need to achieve this appearance of independence through masculine traits.  My 

interviewees who identified as men were not very concerned with fulfilling the 

stereotypical masculine role in order to be secure in their masculinity, although they 

did feel some pressure from it.  Austin had been raised in a family that enjoyed 

watching football, so he grew up watching it as well.  His father would draw him 

tactile pictures of the field and explain the game to him, but he found himself growing 

extremely bored with football.  For a long time he continued to watch games because 

he “thought that was still what you were supposed to do.” (Austin)  He persisted in 

trying to rekindle his interest in football, continuing to watch games and listen to them 

on the radio.  “And then when I wasn’t interested, there were two things I thought… it 

was either first that something was wrong with me, or second that … I wasn’t 

interested in the game because I couldn’t see the game.” Eventually he realized that he 

                                                 
60 I was very hesitant to make a divide between this section on masculinity and the following one on 

femininity; the last thing I want to do is affirm an ideology of a fixed gender binary that already exists.  

However, I chose to take a grounded approach to my research.  Because the categories of “man,” 

“woman,” “masculine,” and “feminine” are still largely in effect within our society, it is nearly 

impossible to completely remove this discussion from these existing groupings; to do so would be to 

transform the words and experiences of my participants.  The fact that people still operate in accordance 

to these linguistic and cultural categories is significant.  There is fluidity in the categories and language 

that I can present, yet I cannot simply turn the language and ideas of my participants into something 

different in order to satisfy a deconstruction of the gender binary.   
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just wasn’t a person who liked football, and he only began to feel comfortable with it 

when he met other boys who didn’t care much for sports.  By no longer putting much 

stock in the sports and football culture, Austin therefore became more comfortable with 

himself and with his blindness. As he began to locate his identity within the other 

activities he was involved in, he began to run up against more stereotypes surrounding 

masculinity.   

Austin: ... as a musician, I’ve found that in high school and 

college, a lot of guys seem to be really reticent about joining the 

choir… Because, to some extent… there’s this stereotype that 

music, and specifically singing, is a girl’s thing.  And choir and 

those certain kinds of activities, choir, theater, etc. are not 

“manly…” so then there’s the question of how do we break 

through that, and I don’t really know the answer to that, except to 

say, “Hey, I sing, I’m in the choir, I’m a guy, it’s cool,” and to say 

“Hey, as long as you can sing, you’re good, no matter who you 

are…”  

Alaina: Yeah.  So, how did you, in the past (and even now), how 

do you generally deal with that gender bias where they think choir 

is not manly?  How do you deal with it? 

Austin: Well, it’s something I’ve been trying to figure out.  I try to 

use my own example, and say, I’ve been in choir all my life, and 

don’t feel any less of a guy for doing it… 

 

Even though Austin felt his masculinity was called into question because of the 

activities he took part in, he did not feel a great need to redirect his energy into more 

stereotypically masculine hobbies or to perform more stereotypical masculine traits in 

order to make up for it.  Aaron also felt certain pressures to perform his masculinity in 

respects to athleticism and physicality, but they did not bother him nearly as much as 

the expectation to play the role of the provider within the family.  He identified that 

this was due mainly to his upbringing within the context of a southern, lower middle 

class family, where he was taught that the man embodied the figure of the provider.  
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…growing up in our society… there is definitely that expectation 

for… and I’m from [the south] too, so there’s even more interest 

in… you want to be able to provide, and I’m from a lower middle 

class family, so, there’s even more of that, feeling you have to go 

out and be able to make money, and make the best of that money, 

and be able to provide, and it’s not the expectation that women 

shouldn’t work, and be housewives, we don’t believe that, but 

there definitely is a… you [the man] are to be responsible … but I 

don’t feel like it’s demeaning [to take on home care 

responsibilities as a man], at all, I don’t feel… and honestly Jane 

[his girlfriend] is going to make more money than me!  And I’m 

okay with that, because being a teacher, I won’t make anything, 

and she’s going to be a [lawyer]!  And I’m totally fine with that… 

I’m totally comfortable with that, working from home, or working 

part time.  I feel like I’m very fluid, in what I’m willing to do, but 

there’s definitely that, you know, a man should be able to lift a 

200 pound refrigerator, and I’m just like, no, I’m not doing that… 

I can eat 3,000 calories a day and not gain a pound! 

 

While Aaron felt the pressures from society to be the breadwinner in his family, he 

displayed a resistance to them.  It is possible that he felt more pressure to become the 

breadwinner than the muscular picture of the ideal man due to the fact that his body 

type may have precluded him from ever locating his masculinity in his physicality.  

Although Aaron was aware of societal demands, he still defied those pressures and did 

not revert to a performance of hegemonic masculinity.  

Within my interviews I did not find anyone who adhered to aggression and 

other hegemonic masculine traits in order to distance themselves from the stereotypical 

traits of disability.  Due to generalized societal pressures, it sometimes bothered 

participants if they were unable to do things that were typically masculine: examples 

were driving a date around, helping to set up a campsite, and being able to fix all 

manner of broken things.  However, instead of reverting to a hegemonic masculinity to 

alter non-blind people’s assumptions of blindness, my participants would rather 
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normalize blindness through the techniques described in the beginning of Chapter Two, 

for example, dressing in clothes that fit well and were appropriate for the situation, or 

managing blind mannerisms.  

Another interesting observation that came from my interviews was in regards to 

the friendships that blind men form.  Specifically, many of my male participants found 

that the majority of their friends identified as women.  The development of these 

specific relationships was facilitated through several factors, including what types of 

groups the participants were involved in and who extended an offer of help or 

companionship.  Austin reported that in grade school, he felt more accepted by girls 

than by boys, and he consequently had more friends who were girls.   

So, throughout my time in school, and sometimes even still in 

college, I found that the majority of my friends were of the 

opposite gender.  I still have friends who are guys, but I have a lot 

of friends who are girls… I have found that I seem to relate more 

to some of the girls in school.  I think part of that had to do with 

just interests, but also I think that part of that had to do with, 

especially in middle school, the degree of acceptance… somehow, 

there was a little more acceptance [with girls].  

 

Miles had a similar experience, where he found that it was women who he would form 

relationships with.  Since Miles went to a very large, urban university for his 

undergraduate education, he often would have trouble finding his way around campus.  

His solution to this was to wait for a person to offer him help getting to his destination, 

and then follow them.   

Miles: You know, I told you that I would wander around the 

campus a lot… I often notice that eight or nine times out of ten, 

the people who would offer help were female.  I’m not sure if that 

had to do with anything, whether it was the fact that I was a guy… 

a guy or whatnot, but I always found that interesting. 
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Alaina: That is really interesting.  Do your blind friends report the 

same thing or have they not really noticed? 

Miles: Yeah, yeah.  A lot of the people my friends would meet or 

talk to in class were girls.  My best male college friend was my 

roommate.  All the rest of the people I met that way were 

female… I know that I got around in a very unique way, and not 

many people do it that way.  Because most people are more… 

confident, or they went to smaller schools…  Yeah, for years I’ve 

always wondered that, because yes, there was the occasional guy 

that would offer, but I felt way more often than not it was a female 

asking me if I needed help. 

 

Neither Miles nor Austin felt that they entirely understood why they became friends 

more with women than men; they quite enjoyed their male-identifying friends, but still 

found the majority of their friendships to be with women.  It is highly possible, 

however, that having a disabled friend who was male allowed for these women to have 

male friends without the social expectations of sexual pressure, since they did not see 

them as potential sexual partners.  In his article “Letting Go of Restrictive Notions of 

Manhood: Male Sexuality, Disability, and Chronic Illness,” Mitchell Tepper includes 

his own personal experience with women.  

I had no problem making female friends. In fact, in college my 

roommates were jealous of the amount of female attention I 

attracted and said it was only because of my [wheel]chair. What 

they didn't understand is that these women were looking for male 

friendship that was free of sexual pressure. The women assumed I 

was safe. [emphasis in original] I was not perceived as a potential 

sexual partner, but the perennial friend. It seemed impossible to 

make the transition from friend to sexual partner in relationships in 

which I had established an intimate connection.61  

 

                                                 
61 Mitchell S. Tepper, “Letting Go of Restrictive Notions of Manhood: Male Sexuality, Disability and 

Chronic Illness,” Sexuality and Disability; New York 17, no. 1 (January 1999): 37–52, 

http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.whitman.edu/10.1023/A:1021451712988, pg. 40.  



79 

 

For the women that Tepper mentions, they may gravitate towards blind men on the 

assumption that they are not a sexual threat.  This lends proof to the connection 

between disability and queerness or non-normative sexuality that McRuer traced: as 

disabled people, blind men are conceived of as asexual, or at least non-threatening, to 

women, and it is therefore safe to establish friendships with them.   

It is possible that the other side of this relationship demonstrates a reaction to 

the hegemonic masculinity that is generally expected of men.  Blind men might find 

that they gravitate towards female friends because they internalize the extent to which 

they are unable to perform hegemonic masculinity.62  Despite the fact that my 

participants clearly understood that practically no men live up to the narrative of 

hegemonic masculinity, and they themselves don’t attempt to either, they can still feel 

pressure to perform it.  This pressure seems to be less severe than it was for previous 

generations,63 but even so, it can play a part in the actions of my participants, although 

they may not realize it.  Blind male-identified participants may be particularly sensitive 

to not being able to live up to certain aspects of athleticism and the bravado that is 

characteristic of hegemonic masculinity.  However, having friends who are female-

identifying, and who do not necessarily participate within that economy of masculinity, 

may alleviate some of that pressure to adhere to stereotypical masculinity.   

It is impossible to conclusively determine if this practice of distancing the self 

from hegemonic masculinity was because my participants had been pushed out of those 

                                                 
62 I recognize that this statement and the following argument are highly interpretive.  While my 

informants did not explicitly state these were the reasons for their friendships with women, often times 

people don’t recognize or understand their own motivations.  While I don’t want to falsely represent my 

participants, I would like to offer up this explanation as one way to understand the relationships that 

these men form.  
63 Asch and Sacks, “Lives Without, Lives Within.”  
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arenas and thus actively chose to reject them and locate their masculinity elsewhere, or 

if they had simply not been socialized to operate in those ways and therefore had no 

need to reject them in the first place.  As the next section will explore, there was a 

similar push away from the standardized form of gender performance for the female-

identifying participants of my study (as well as Blake, my participant who identified as 

gender-queer).  Because the societal expectations placed on men and women are 

different, the ways in which the women in my study rejected typical femininity were 

different from the men.  

 

Turning Away from Emphasized Femininity 

In addition to this distance that was felt between my male-identifying 

participants and a hegemonic masculinity, I also detected a distance between my 

female-identifying participants and the emphasized femininity that Hammer and 

Fannon found within their participants.  While this distance was seemingly less 

profound than the one discussed previously, it is still important to take note of it, 

particularly because it was the main method of resisting cultural perceptions of 

blindness within similar research studies.  As described above, it was more important 

for the women to perform confidence and demonstrate their capability in order to 

accurately represent the realities of their blindness than to dress in an emphasized 

feminine manner in order to offset their stigma.  These participants described feeling 

internal pressure to subvert the expectations that the non-blind have for the blind about 

failing to be independent and capable members of society rather than to prove their 

gender in any particular way.  While they sometimes did assert gender through 



81 

 

performances that appeared to be more feminine, that was not their main motivation for 

how they chose to present themselves publicly.  

Despite the fact that Hammer and Fannon showed that emphasized femininity 

can be a way to avoid conflict and lessen stigma for blind women, the women that I 

interviewed did not utilize it as much as Hammer and Fannon’s participants did.  They 

preferred to maintain whatever level of femininity they felt best represented them, 

rather than to make themselves uncomfortable by performing an emphasized femininity 

all the time.  They still certainly felt pressure to adhere to societal expectations for 

standards of femininity, but there was not as much of the conscious, highly involved 

performance that Hammer and Fannon found.   

For most of my participants, their gender was not something that they 

consciously thought about, so it was more difficult to extrapolate their feelings from 

what they discussed.  Whereas the participants in other research studies felt the need to 

prove their competence through a performance of a socially appropriate gender, my 

informants sought to portray their competence on a more general level, related to their 

blindness. They felt that it was their blindness that people saw first, not their gender, 

and consequently, it was their blindness that they considered more.  Ashley, who is not 

African American, told me: 

But I believe my blindness oftentimes supersedes my gender in 

someone else’s mind.  When I come into a room, the first thing 

they see is my cane.  I once was mistaken for an African American 

ten-year-old because we both have canes.  They were like, “Oh, I 

showed you my dog the other day!” And I’m like, “No, no you 

didn’t.  That was my adopted sister.  You’re wrong.”  So, once 

people look past that, then gender comes into play, and then it’s all 

tangled up.  And I have to overcome a lot of perceptions about 
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how people feel about disability and how people feel about women 

in order to be seen as an equal contributor to anything.  

 

While the participants in Hammer and Fannon’s research had a clearer idea of 

how to manipulate their gender performance to reduce the potential to experience 

stigma, my participants didn’t seem to think an emphasized femininity was always the 

answer to avoid stereotyping and scrutiny.  While appearance was important, 

particularly with how they were dressed within specific situations and if they carried 

themselves with confidence, they didn’t generally identify it as part of gender 

performance.   

Of all my female-identifying participants, only two said that they consistently 

try to perform in a very feminine manner.  For them, this involved mostly what 

clothing they wore, rather than the attitudes they possess and the mannerisms they 

displayed.  They would dress up for class and work to a further extent than did their 

peers and colleagues, and they had a very set routine in choosing clothing and 

accessories.  However, both were extremely confident women who had no trouble 

expressing their feelings and speaking their minds.  Both women stated that the reason 

they dressed up was for themselves, to feel nice, productive, and put together, but they 

also cited the idea that they felt the need to dress up so they would be judged less for 

their blindness.   

[Dressing up on a day-to-day basis is important to me] Partly 

because it makes me feel better, but also partly, this is another 

thing, just even in public, I feel like I need to dress up, because 

people judge you on your outward appearance, and then when you 

have a disability, people automatically assume that you…  They 

automatically have lower expectations of you.  And so, I guess 

having a more “put together” appearance, it will eliminate that. 

(Jen)   
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Yeah, because I think it’s fun, I like picking out colors, I like 

seeing what goes with what.  I’m also one of those kinds of 

people, I like things, and I like stuff, and clothes is stuff, and 

jewelry is stuff, and it’s fun, I like it.  And I think there’s an 

underlying element of people don’t expect me to be dressed well 

because I’m blind, I think there’s probably an undercurrent of that, 

but I also think that me just generally, I like to be… I just like to 

look good.  I mean, no one could predict what it would be like if I 

wasn’t blind, obviously, but I think that I would still be just as 

concerned with it even if I wasn’t. (Emma) 

 

Emma’s point was emphasized when she later responded to my question of whether or 

not she dresses more femininely to prove she is a capable sexual being, “No, I don’t 

think so.  I think it’s important to me that people get a certain impression of me, and if 

they don’t get it, I’m not going to go out of my way to prove it.  If they’re not getting 

it, I’m not doing anything more than what I’m comfortable with” (Emma). 

  The majority of my female-identifying participants put much less of a focus on 

a feminine performance through their clothes, which is arguably one of the most 

immediately identifiable aspect of a feminine performance next to hairstyle and 

makeup.  They were more comfortable day-to-day wearing clothes that tended more 

towards gender neutrality, such as jeans, t-shirts, sweatshirts, and athletic gear.  They 

all emphasized the fact that they would adopt more formal outfits, including dresses or 

skirts, if the situation called for it, and that they may occasionally feel that they wanted 

to be dressier for no particular reason.  However, they did not feel the drive to appear 

feminine simply to dispel non-blind notions of blindness; they generally used other 

techniques to accomplish that task.   

Some participants reported occasionally struggling to find a balance between 

societal expectations of femininity, proving non-blind people wrong about blind 
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people, and how they wanted to portray themselves.  Bree said, “I feel like, in a way, 

I’m kind of letting the “female gender” down in a way, because I’m not meeting what 

the media expects or what everyone expects of a female, I feel like, in a way, I’m 

letting that down.”  Blake64 summed it up perfectly when they said, “I hate when 

people don’t have those expectations for me, because it makes me feel like they expect 

less of me as a person, but then I hate these expectations to begin with, so why do I 

care?”  Blake understood that while the societal pressures put on female-identifying 

(and more generally female-bodied) individuals are ridiculous and should be subverted, 

it is difficult for those individuals when they are not expected due to blindness.  If a 

person capitulates to those pressures, they can dismiss the notions that non-blind 

society has about blind people, but then they are submitting to a different set of 

pressures (exchanging a performance of blindness for a performance of gender).  If that 

performance of gendered expectations does not cohere with that person’s own identity, 

then it can complicate matters further.  Those who don’t prefer to perform in 

accordance with gender expectations are in a double bind: either they can portray a 

socially acceptable gender that causes internal conflict, or they can perform according 

to their identity and feel the full force of the stereotypes that non-blind people have for 

blindness.  Blake was a special case among all of my interviews; they are a gender 

studies major and are more versed within the discourse surrounding gendered 

                                                 
64 Blake was the one participant that I spoke with who did not identify as either a man or a woman, but 

preferred to identify as gender queer.  I realize that including them within this section is very 

problematic.  However, they do go by both she and they pronouns, and they spoke at times of their 

gender in terms of femininity.  Since they are female-bodied, the gendered expectations that they 

generally face from society are ones of femininity, so it is those expectations that they discuss subverting 

or acquiescing to within this section.  I do not wish to align Blake’s gender identity with the rest of the 

women in the study, but this section is more about using or not using a feminine gender performance 

when society views you as a blind woman than it is about the gender identity of each participant.  While 

Blake does not identify simply as a blind woman, they are grouped here with female-identifying 

participants due to the expectations they face.   
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expectations for female-bodied individuals.  Having been exposed to these topics for 

several years, Blake was able to reflect on how they find those areas influence their 

life.  In many ways, however, it was the first time that they were encountering the idea 

that gender and blindness could be connected, due to the lack of disability theory that 

had been integrated into their gender studies courses.   

Some of the women also felt disquieted because, while they identified as 

women, they felt they were more masculine in some ways.   

I identify as a woman, I have things about me that don’t fit into the 

woman box, but it’s close enough... Mostly thinking patterns that 

are traditionally viewed as more masculine…  I’m more logic 

oriented, and less… I wouldn’t say less empathetic, but less 

expressive, and less comfortable with emotions, which is typically 

viewed as a non-feminine trait… I feel like I match my body, I just 

wish that it were more acceptable for women, and men, I guess, to 

be more diverse, in the way they think and feel. (Ashley) 

 

Samantha stated that growing up, and even now, she only read books that were 

“masculine,” where the characters had adventures and ambitious attitudes, as compared 

to the damsel-in-distress romance novels that her female peers were reading.  She felt 

that she identified more with these types of character traits, rather than with being 

helpless.  While Blake never explicitly mentioned a struggle or a negotiation with 

masculinity, they did discuss sometimes having a “lack” of femininity, such as refusing 

to wear makeup, wearing gender-neutral clothing, and adopting “they” pronouns.   

Even though certain stories conveyed a sense that the women in my study felt 

pressure to perform femininity, they did not feel as much need to bow to those dictates.  

They may have felt like they were “letting down” their gender, like Bree, or that they 

should wear makeup more, but the pressure wasn’t so great that they generally 
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succumbed to its influence.  They preferred to perform gender in accordance with their 

own identity.  It is important to mention that within my conversation with male-

identifying participants, even if they did not ascribe to hegemonic masculinity, none of 

them identified themselves as having aspects of femininity, even if a few described 

having idiosyncrasies that are traditionally considered more feminine.  
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Conclusion 

…talking about these things can be helpful for these people, I’m 

thinking about representation, and centering these people’s 

voices, and making sure that you as a person of a certain identity 

understand that you’re not the only one dealing with these 

issues… I’m thinking about the fact that people that are of 

marginalized identities, it’s nice to have even just academic 

research or topics that acknowledge that they are relevant, that 

they are there.  (Blake) 

 

A New Generation: Troubling Gender 

While I originally had realized that I might be privy to some of the generational 

trends of my informants due to the fact that they are in my own age cohort, I did not 

realize how much of a difference it would make within the types of answers that I 

received to my questions.  Compared with the responses that Hammer and Fannon 

received from their interviews, what Asch and Sacks discovered in their meta-analysis 

of blind autobiographies, and the trends that Kudlick discussed in her article on the 

CCB, I found that for my participants there was much less of an emphasis placed on 

conforming to a rigid gender performance.  Those who identified as women preferred 

to combat stigma through other techniques rather than with visible gender 

performances, and they did not express the degree of pressure from friends, family, and 

society to be feminine as the women of older generations in other studies conveyed.  

The men who I spoke with showed none of the signs of forced aggression, 

competitiveness, or ambition that the men in the meta-analysis of autobiographies and 

the article on the CCB displayed.  While it is too speculative to conclude solely from 
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my research, I would contend that this lack of concern for rigid adherence to 

stereotypical gender performances comes from the generational difference between my 

participants and the older participants of the previous research.  As younger 

generations become more broadly accepting of alternative genders that exist along a 

spectrum, it seems less critical for them to adhere to the gender binary (and the 

accompanying standards of masculinity and femininity) in order to offset the 

perceptions that non-blind people have about their blindness.  In addition, most of my 

participants were still in college, which is a place that tends to foster more progressive 

ideas, rather than a workplace where people would be in close proximity to those of an 

older generation that would compel adherence to past gender ideals.  This being said, I 

found that the gender binary within my participant pool was notably present; I only had 

one participant who did not identify entirely as a man or a woman.  Some participants 

felt a degree of unease about their gender, particularly among female-identifying 

participants who felt they had a certain sense of masculinity.  In addition, while people 

were not as concerned with conforming strictly to stereotypical qualities that are 

deemed masculine or feminine, most still gravitated towards those qualities as a way to 

define themselves.   

As for the specific practices that blind people employ to dispel stigma, I have 

found that blind people (within this age group) do not use solely an emphasized gender 

performance in order to offset expectations and stereotypes of blindness.  Rather, it is a 

variety of performative techniques (which, since they are performed by gendered 

individuals are in some ways gendered performances themselves) that rely on 

educating non-blind people on the realities of what it means to live as a blind person.  
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These techniques are not natural to blind people in any way, but they are used so often 

that they become second nature to them.  I had to do a fair amount of questioning when 

trying to understand what performances my informants would use; very rarely would 

they immediately volunteer the multiple techniques they employed.  

Examining my data through the lens of existing frameworks of gender studies 

and disability theory has outlined generational differences that have slowly provoked a 

shift within gender studies itself.  Despite the fact that Hammer and Fannon’s research 

was done within the past eight years, some of the conclusions (while fascinating and 

instructive) were unsettling, because they were still grounded in heteronormativity.  

The trends that I found among my participants have been far more disruptive to the 

established categories of gender, which is reflected by the paradigmatic shift within the 

discussion of gender.  Whereas within the past ten years gender studies departments 

could ask on their curriculum outlines, “What does it mean to be a woman?” this 

question is now too essentializing, even when it is qualified by a removal of certain 

bodies from certain genders.  The reconceptualization of what constitutes gender, and 

what gender performances are now socially acceptable, is reflected within my 

participants.  Blind bodies are conceived of as queer in the sense that all queerness is 

somewhat disabled, and all disability is somewhat queer.65  This imposition of 

queerness and monstrosity on blind bodies places a particular kind of pressure to enact 

a masculine or feminine gender in a socially acceptable manner. However, as queerness 

is becoming more socially acceptable within our society, that pressure is dissipating to 

a certain extent.  Disabled people may still be considered in some ways queer, but since 

                                                 
65 McRuer, “Compulsory Able-Bodiedness and Queer/Disabled Existence.”  
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queerness is no longer understood as quite so reprehensible and shameful, a blind 

person within my age group might not feel the need to defend against that perception.66  

I would like to emphasize that these conclusions are drawn from my conversations with 

fourteen individuals, each of whom have their own very specific life circumstances and 

situated knowledges, and a set of theories that has arguably been outpaced by our 

times; to be able to confidently state these conclusions, more research would have to be 

completed.  This could include multiple interviews with the same person, requesting 

that a participant maintain a diary entry for a specific period of time where they discuss 

certain aspects of their gender and how they understand the various performances they 

give, and experiential data collection where a researcher spends a significant amount of 

time with the participant in order to draw more data from the participant’s unspoken 

(perhaps unrealized) actions and performances.  However, I feel that my analyses 

accurately reflect the experiences of blind people conveyed to me through the 

conversations I was able to engage in.  It is my hope that my thesis will serve as an 

addition to the body of literature that examines blindness and gender as intersecting 

topics.  While my findings are somewhat different than those who came before me, 

they also lend support to the past works of other researchers in this field.  Despite the 

fact that participants did not generally describe themselves as using a gendered 

performance in order to distance themselves from stigma as Hammer and Fannon 

found, there were conversations that suggested how emphasized gender performances 

could make a non-blind person change their mindset, unconsciously or not.  I am 

                                                 
66 I recognize that queerness is by no means entirely accepted within our culture today; indeed, non-

normative sexualities and genders are still widely under attack.  However, today the current conception 

of queer has been incorporated into common culture to an extent that would never have been seen even 

ten years ago.  In addition, the embodiment of a queer identity, while not always recognized as 

legitimate, has been increasingly validated among a greater number of the areas in our society. 
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convinced that the integration of feminist theory and disability theory is an integral step 

forward for all aspects of gender studies, as it can only bring light to the complex, ever-

changing conceptions of gender and disability.   
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

Purpose and Background 

Alaina Jacobsen, B.A. Candidate in Gender Studies at Whitman College, is conducting 

a research study as part of her thesis project.  You are receiving this form because you 

have expressed interest in volunteering as a research participant.  Alaina would like to 

record an interview in which you discuss your experiences as a blind or visually 

impaired person, and how that may impact your gender identity and performance.   

Below is an interview guide for your review. It is intended to give you a sense of the 

types of questions that will be asked during the interview to allow for comparable 

information across all interviews completed.  However, this guide is not fixed; it is only 

an outline to stimulate conversations.  If the discussion turns to other topics, they will be 

welcome.  

Questions 

1. What do you do to get ready to go someplace?  

a. How do you get ready to go to school or work? 

b. How would that differ for getting ready for a date, or a night out? 

c. Is there a difference in how you get ready if you are going to hang out 

with sighted people versus other visually impaired people? 

2. How do you describe your personal style?  Is style or fashion important to you? 

a. Do you have a go-to person you consult on fashion and appearance 

decisions?  
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b. How involved are they with your appearance construction? 

3. Can you describe your experience being a blind or visually impaired college 

student? 

a. What ways do you think your experiences could be different on campus 

if you weren’t visually impaired? 

b. How do you think your experience would be different if you had been 

blind from birth/from later in life? 

4. What was it like to transition to college? 

a. Can you describe the transition from being at home and going to high 

school, and going to college and living more independently? 

5. How do you identify your gender? Do you identify as a man, as a woman, as 

transgender, as nonbinary, etc.? 

6. Can you describe your experiences of gender as a blind or visually impaired 

person? 

a. Do you feel that there are certain expectations about how you should 

perform your gender? What it should look like, and how you should act?  

b. Do you ever feel insecure about your gender or your gender 

performance because of your blindness? Or vice versa? 

7. What is the most bizarre or funniest thing that has happened to you because of 

your blindness or visual impairment?  

8. Are there any topics that we haven’t covered that you feel we should discuss? 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form 

Purpose and Background 

Alaina Jacobsen, B.A. Candidate in Gender Studies at Whitman College in 

Walla Walla, Washington, is conducting a research study as part of her thesis 

project. You are receiving this form because you have expressed interest in 

volunteering as a research participant. Alaina would like to record an interview 

in which you discuss your experiences as a blind or visually impaired person, 

and how that may impact your gender identity and performance.   

Procedures 

If you agree to be in this study the following will occur: Alaina Jacobsen will 

spend time with you (either in person, over the phone, or through video calls) 

and talk to you about your experiences as a blind or visually impaired college-

aged individual, and how those experiences may impact how you perform your 

gender (as well as how your gender informs you experiences as a blind or 

visually impaired person).  The interview will take place at a time and through a 

method that are convenient to you. To review a list of possible topics that could 

be covered in the interview, please refer to the Interview Guide.  Conversation 

may go in other directions than these questions, but the interview will be 

loosely structured around this initial list.  With your permission, this interview 

will be voice or video recorded so as to accurately represent your perspectives 

on the topics that are discussed.  During the interview, Alaina may take 
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handwritten or typed notes to recall important points and topics mentioned.  All 

notes will be destroyed upon completion of the project in May 2018. 

Interviews will last approximately one hour.  

Risks or Discomforts 

It is possible that some of the topics we discuss might make you uncomfortable 

because they will involve personal stories, emotions, and experiences.  Please 

feel free to decline to answer any of my questions, or end a portion of a 

conversation if you do not feel comfortable.  You may choose to withdraw any 

portion of your interview from the record, or request that the recording device 

be turned off during any point in the conversation.  If so desired, you may leave 

and end the interview at any time if you are feeling uncomfortable about the 

questions.  You may request to have a transcript or audio recording of the 

interview sent to you, so you can ensure that you have represented your 

thoughts and feelings accurately.  If you would like to revise any statements or 

make clarifications, a secondary meeting can be established.   

To protect your privacy, all information gathered in interviews will be kept 

confidential.  Your name will never be associated with specific information that 

appears in written work or presentations.  Following initial transcription of 

interviews, your names will be substituted with pseudonyms.  Only Alaina 

Jacobsen will have access to interview notes and recordings, which will all be 

kept in a password protected computer file. All of the audio recordings and 
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interview transcripts will be destroyed upon completion of the project in May 

2018.  

Benefits 

There will be no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. However, 

you may find that discussing the topics of your gender and blindness could 

prompt some self reflection, which could be beneficial to your overall state of 

being.  In addition, the information you provide will push this study further to 

provide insights to some of the issues and questions that surround the ways that 

gender and blindness interact, which might help you and others in your 

community.  

Costs 

Although you will sacrifice some time to participate in this study, there will be 

no financial costs to you. 

Payment 

You will receive no payment for participating in this study. 

Questions 

Have you talked to Alaina about this study and have had your questions 

answered?  If you have further questions, you may contact Alaina at (509) 710-

5523 or at jacobsaj@whitman.edu.  

If you have any comments or concerns about participation in this study, you 

should first talk with the researcher. If for some reason you do not wish to do 

mailto:jacobsaj@whitman.edu
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this, you may contact the researcher’s advisor at Whitman College, Dr. 

Suzanne Morrissey at (509) 301-0229 or by email morrisse@whitman.edu.  

 

Consent Agreement 

You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep.  

Participation in research is voluntary. You are free to decline to be in this 

study, or to withdraw from it at any point. You understand that this interview 

will be recorded and that you can request that the recording be stopped at any 

time. Any data that has been collected will, at your request, be deleted and 

completely omitted from the record. You may also refuse to answer any and/or 

all questions. 

If you agree to participate please sign below.  

 

______________________________________________________________________      

Date               Signature of Research Participant 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Date   Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 

 

mailto:morrisse@whitman.edu
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