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In Narrating the Closet, Tony E. Adams successfully and comprehensively theorizes about the construction of “the 
closet” and the significance of the “coming out process” for individuals who experience same-sex attraction—
lesbians, gay men, and bisexual men and women (LGB).  Using an autoethnographic method, Adams combines rich 
descriptions of his personal experiences as a gay man with data from interviews with other gay men and lesbians, 
formal and informal communication with other LGB-identified people, and popular culture artifacts.  Adams’ intent 
is to articulate the ways in which a same-sex attracted individual becomes closeted, copes with life within the closet, 
and navigates a life where “coming out” about something as personal as sexuality remains—every day—something 
that is both stressful and freeing. 
 
Adams illustrates the metaphor of the closet as something that affects not only LGB individuals, but also those who 
self-identify as heterosexual—an idea which he believes contributes to the conversations in the literature and also 
sets the stage for the continued advancement of social acceptance for those who embody identities often deemed 
marginal.  Adams’ use of autoethnography as a method is often where the text draws its strength in the form of de-
scriptions of same-sex attracted individuals’ personal experiences, both heartwarming and heartbreaking.  The use of 
autoethnography to explore the construct of the closet is also where Adams’ most significant contributions to the al-
ready-existing literature rest.  Earlier publications have attempted to discuss the closet from either a strictly academic 
vantage point or one more heavily dependent on personal narrative; Adams’ work seems to combine these two ap-
proaches in order to create a more complete image of the closet, its construction, its dangers, and the process of com-
ing out.  However, I contend that Adams’ method may also weaken his writing at times, as his connections are often 
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assumed to apply to the entire LGB population but—because of his personal lens as a gay man—in actuality do not 
always adequately represent the experiences of lesbians or bisexual men and women. 
 
Adams’ purpose—the re-evaluation of the closet metaphor as relational to others—is clearly demonstrated on near-
ly every page of this well-articulated and engaging work.  Narrating the Closet provides a nuanced look into the 
lives of same-sex attracted people, Adams’ dramatic writing style and powerful examples often giving voice to por-
tions of the LGB experience that some may not have previously considered.  In providing an honest representation 
of his own experiences and moments of disclosure—and those of others—Adams successfully validates the ideas 
he posits early in the text: that coming out is an important part of a LGB-identified person’s life, that the closet is 
constructed in relation to others, that life in the closet can be taxing, that life outside the closet can be rewarding—
and inversely dangerous, that the metaphor of the closet comes with its own set of unique paradoxes, and that 
through open discourse about the issues facing same-sex attracted individuals we can affect social change.  Adams’ 
effort stands out among other publications that address issues related to the closet because of its unique perspective 
as both an autobiographical work and a well-researched piece of scholarly literature. 
 
Relatively absent from the book, however, are truly tangible experiences expressed by lesbians and bisexual men 
and women.  A few strong lesbian narratives surface in the text from time to time, but the overall tone of Narrating 
the Closet reads as centric on gay male sexual identity.  Furthermore, no bisexually-identified men or women were 
formally interviewed for the project, and thus that voice is missing in its entirety, though Adams indicates bisexu-
als as a part of the “same-sex attracted” community.  However, Adams never claims that the book should be seen 
as completely inclusive or generalizable.  Narrating the Closet, instead, claims only to be a text that may initiate 
new conversations about the construct of the closet, and it is for this reason that Adams’ work’s lack of inclusivity 
toward lesbian and bisexual people does not take away from its overall contribution. 
 
Structurally, the book is organized well, with the Prologue and Chapters 1-4 illustrating the metaphor of the closet, 
and Chapters 5 and 6 working to deconstruct some of the more complex conceptual and theoretical issues related to 
LGB identities.  Chapters 1-4 are richly descriptive, not necessarily highly theoretical by nature, but a solid demon-
stration of qualitative research and writing skills on the part of Adams.  Adams notes of his experiences of others’ 
discomfort with non-hetero sexualities: 
 

[The hidden, inaccessible] characteristics of same-sex attraction make some people uncomfortable: 
lacking definitive, permanent aural and visible characteristics, it must be pinned down and negoti-
ated through discourse and action; I can say that I am queer today, straight tomorrow, and bisexual 
the next, and there will be no (visible) trace of my transition. (p. 90) 

 
The overall organization of the book is effective because, in defining and narrating the closet in the early chapters, 
Adams makes space for readers who may not have enough previous education on issues of sexuality to understand 
and connect with the theoretical, paradoxical connections made in later chapters.  Reflecting on the formation of 
such paradoxes, Adams says, “I cannot recall an instance when someone has supported me for not disclosing my 
sexuality” (p. 110).  Thus, Adams seeks—and is successful in his attempt—to encourage a deeper understanding of 
the closet for all people, regardless of sexual orientation.  The contribution of Adams in Narrating the Closet rests 
on the assumption that “expectations of the closet can still make for complications and contradictions in everyday 
interaction … and in meaningful relationships” (p. 111).  This assumption is supported time and time again as Ad-
ams grapples with the realities that make non-hetero sexualities difficult to navigate. 
 
Chapter 5 outlines and explains some important paradoxes that make coming out a complicated, lifelong process 
that may actually prevent a same-sex attracted individual from being able to create and sustain a “closetless” exist-
ence; the closet will always exist in some form.  Chapter 5 resonates deeply on a personal level, as Adams narrates 
four of his own stories of disclosure and parallels his experiences relationally with theories that explain the various 
reasons an individual may choose to—or not to—come out as lesbian, gay or bisexual.  Speaking of his partner, 
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Jerry, Adams notes his personal connection to overcoming the paradoxes of the closet as Chapter 5 concludes, “I 
want my—our—relationship recognized and validated” (p. 128). 
 
The most significant conceptual and theoretical contributions of the book lie in Chapter 6, which uses queer and 
communication theory to dissect the paradoxes represented in Chapter 5.  This theoretical contribution is perhaps 
most striking because of its critical perspective; Chapter 6 is where Adams begins to demand social change—
change that can begin to deconstruct the notion of the closet for heterosexual, homosexual and bisexual people.  
Adams notes as a final purpose in his writing: 
 

I also leave hoping that this book will help propel change, hope and unconditional love—love 
without conditions, qualifiers, or regrets—and hoping that we will attend to and value others more 
… I leave knowing that I must continue to use my abilities and resources—my privileges—to con-
tinue to speak with others about the closet, coming out, and same-sex attraction—to work to tell 
not only my stories but also the stories of others unable and/or afraid to speak. (p. 147) 

 
Ultimately, I believe that Adams’ desire for his work is met in the form of Narrating the Closet.  The Epilogue is 
powerful and serves to fill in some details about one of Adams’ previous relationships—a relationship that inspired 
him to write about gay identity.  Additionally, the Appendix provides useful information that addresses the con-
cerns about the subject matter of the book and Adams’ use of autoethnographic research methods to complete the 
project. 
 
Narrating the Closet would likely appeal to any person interested in issues surrounding lesbian, gay and bisexual 
identity.  This interest is not limited to the academic community, which I believe is one of the strongest features of 
this work.  Though the book does read with an academic tone, the personal narratives and the simple descriptions 
of the metaphor of the closet make it a work that would be a worthwhile read for any same-sex attracted person, 
their friends, their family, their allies, and, in fact, their adversaries who are in need of education.  Narrating the 
Closet is decidedly educatory; it would be useful to both those already familiar with LGB discourse and those with 
little exposure, and nearly any audience would most likely learn something new in the process of reading.  Narrat-
ing the Closet could be used in any informal or formal learning setting that necessitates a module on LGB issues or 
the more complicated topics of queer theory and discourse about the closet; these settings may include an under-
graduate or graduate school classroom, as well as much less formal settings such as community education pro-
grams or even in the home of a LGB individual.  In short, the book fills a tremendous gap in the literature with the 
effective use of the autoethnographic method, and it is cross-disciplined enough in nature that it may be a handy 
resource for any classroom of the social sciences, liberal arts or humanities. 


