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- CHAPTER 9

Coming out of the closet:
Negotiating social and physicg SPaces

Dhee Naidoo, Musa Mabaso and Jeremiah Chikovore

INTRODUCTION

In South Africa, as elsewhere, despite political, legal and educational reforms, lesbiap o
bisexual, and transgender youth (LGBTIQ+) continue to battle against homophobia l_n-t;e,i;
daily lives (Butler & Astbury, 2005; Gedro, 2009; Naidoo & Mabaso, 2014; Chikovore
& Naidoo, 2016). Sexual orientation prejudice contributes to stress and confusion g
LGBTIQ+ people come to terms with their identities (Diaz et al., 2001; Reddy, 2001
Everett, 2015). When LGBTIQ+ people ultimately make a decision to acknowledge their
sexual orientation and come out to others, it is often a difficult decision and a process with
many possible routes and outcomes (Naidoo & Mabaso, 2014; Everett, 2015). ‘C oming out’
is a term used to describe the process of acknowledging, accepting and appreciating one’s
self-identification with a particular sexual orientation and disclosing this understanding to
other people (Galatzer-Levy & Cohler, 2002; Ward & Winstanley, 2005; Shilo & Savaya,
2011). The complexity of the process of forming a gay identity is highlighted in the six-
stage Cass Model, where firstly, identity confusion involves individuals beginning to
question and experience confusion about their sexual orientation. This is fol_lowed by a
process of comparing their thoughts and feelings about sexual orientation wuh those of
others. The third stage involves presentation of oneself as being heterosexual in non-gay
environments while establishing increased contact with the lesbian and gay comnu‘llmr};
The fourth phase occurs when one accepts their identity and begins to embrace P\‘;“:;
attitudes. The fifth stage comes about when identity pride sets in, with the last \n:a\ \‘vm;
synthesis, where one is willing to disclose and is able to deal with various posiive:
negative reactions this may elicit (Cass, 1979; Gedro, 2009). ‘

Coming out is frequently understood as coming out of a ‘closcE ( "k (1990) and
oppression and repression to which many homosexuals retreat. SCd%.\\.l:n built on the
Seidman (2002) suggested that the concept of the ‘closc.t’ was a C:)ll:‘l-[:t‘i'llOPPWSSimL,
psychosocial model, which ties into the heteronormative socnctalbchc.fs ?t;‘c p‘sycholt‘i-‘-‘ of
focusing on the way heterosexual domination is sustained by Sh'dl““é?l - hat the closet
closeted individuals. Seidman (2002) realised that there is a need to shc
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