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BOOK REVIEW

Narrating the closet: an autoethnography of same-sex attraction, by Tony E. Adams,
Walnut Creek, CA, Left Coast Press, 2011, 215 pp., £28.50 (paperback), ISBN
978-1-59874-620-4

The closet has become a marker for the histories, strategies and identities that have formed
around gay, lesbian and queer history, theory and culture. It also acts as a catalyst for
debates in academia, the media and politics on issues of gay concealment and disclosure,
subversion and subjection, regulation and agency. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s seminal 1990
text ‘The Epistemology of the Closet’ sets in motion the key concepts of contemporary
queer theory which have defined the last two decades of scholarly work on these issues.
In this time critical output which has examined the closet often addresses the broader
dimensions of homosexual attraction, desire, society and culture and in so doing fre-
quently sidesteps the personal narratives, histories and temporalities that come from the
subjective closet of self-representation, reference and realisation. The epistemology of the
homosexual closet is intelligible on the basis of the impersonal metaphors which inform
and structure its spatial-temporal dimensions. Moreover, the words homosexual, gay, les-
bian or queer are always personal (to the degree that a subject might speak the identity or
desire) and impersonal (to the degree that the subject rejects or negates the identity or the
associated desire). This is the agenda that Tony E. Adams uses as an autoethnographer in
Narrating the Closet to observe the complexities, potentialities and limits of the closet and
the rhetorical implications of being in or out of it as a retro-activated mental, physical and
social process. His book also combines personal reflection and narrative with qualitative
methods to reposition conventions of academic and literary publication.

Adams work is part of a unique series entitled ‘Writing Lives’ which examines and
repositions the conventions of social, scientific and qualitative research beyond the speci-
ficity of other research in the humanities. He discusses how and why same-sex attraction
has cultivated a vast and disparate set of histories and narratives (often lost, silent and
unaccounted for) and presents the work as memoir and content analysis which are constitu-
tive of an intellectual intervention and personal reflection on the psychological dimensions
of sexuality, desire and identity lived in relation to the closet. The methodological layers
are sharply defined and with a balance of autobiography and ethnography it manages to
unravel and locate the closet and its multiple meanings and identifications in poignant and
provocative ways.

The account is often highly subjective, written in direct response to events which high-
light some of the authors’ own conflicts of living public and private lives inside and outside
the closet. If celebrated histories of same-sex desire and the closet (such as Sedgwick’s)
now serve as a grand narrative, then aspects of Adams work function as a micro-narrative,
emphasising the complementary status of individual subjectivity as a form in which same-
sex subjects situate their identities. Genealogies of the kind represented by the subjective
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2 Book Review

closet constitute a version of the past written from the point of view of the marginal other.
The closet appears to provide a space in which the self can exercise degrees of autonomy
and agency. Yet, the subject is limited when the closet appears as a way of disciplin-
ing the self and regulating desire. At its most personal and moving Adams manages to
match the tone and sentiment of Paul Monette’s Becoming a Man: Half a Life Story and
Edmund White’s A Boy’s Own Story, yet the prose is intentionally interrupted with inter-
views, oral histories and analytical observation related to same-sex attraction in the media
and representation. Time, space, memory, desire and risk are all assembled in ways which
tether same-sex desires and experiences of coming out as paradoxically personal as well as
universal. There is also an implicit sense that Adams work is informed by Sedgwick’s uni-
versalising and minoritising models of homosexuality and her attempts to reposition the
homosexual and heterosexual binary through alternative positions. A minoritising view
sees homosexuality, and the closet, as the distinctive identity of a particular homosexual
minority and this becomes the dominant discourse for this minority. The universalising
view suggests that the positioning of homosexuality as an identity and a desire, both inside
and outside of the closet, has the potential to mark everyone, including the heterosexual
majority.

This approach serves to position the closet as the ambivalent origin of same-sex attrac-
tion. Adams uses the closet as a way of articulating the experiences before, during and
after ‘coming out’ – choosing to address the prior moments, experiences and epistemolo-
gies which form the ontologies and the narratives of same-sex attraction in contemporary
life. The liminal space of the closet seems to negotiate the before – presumed to be hidden,
dark and forbidden to an after – a bright, liberated and visible space. It may be an impossi-
ble task to define and ‘narrate’ the conceptual and lived realities of the closet; closets being
as much a facility for the gay self to use as a liberating or traumatic memory, as they are
a space which forecloses and structures it. ‘Coming in’, ‘being closeted’ and ‘coming out’
are used as devices to organise the work yet presented as overlapping periods in the lives of
many queer/gay people. Adams positions the time of coming in as a process of gradually
realising and learning strategies of difference. He identifies that moment prior to the con-
struction of the closet as the one in which a marginalised identity silences itself, suppresses
desires and begins to construct and cultivate conditions necessary for the closet – and in
the construction of this darkness the processes of coming out become a possibility. Being
in the closet is framed by the examination of the hedonistic and hopeless moments which
combine anxiety and excitement, the reckless pursuit of casual sex, selfishness and secret
pleasure – Adams positions this as living but living through the confines and restrictions
of the closet and the traces of desire it writes on the body and the mind.

The psychological scope of the work positions the social and sexual relationships
formed through the closet as transient, gestural and often silent. Adams chooses to struc-
ture the later sections as reflections and paradoxes on the ‘coming out’ process or the false
closure of leaving the closet behind. By dividing the central chapters into critical and per-
sonal considerations of the closet as a spatial and temporal place aligned to both memory
and futurity, he allows the processes of learning, living in and leaving the closet to intersect
and blur notions of experience and understanding. The work also seems to be motivated by
the death of Adams lover and friend Brett Aldridge and in the prologue he presents a series
of observations, anecdotes and correspondences between himself and Brett revealing the
uncertainties as well as the dimensions of friendship, love and lust between two men in their
20s. Whilst Adams manages to use this as a way to articulate the gaps between personal and
critical reflection on how the ‘other’ is explored academically and personally, at particular
points in the text this makes for confusing and at times a ‘stream of consciousness’ style,
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but it also reflects and refracts the ways in which the social, cultural and political worlds of
closeting and the closet act both as metaphor and metonym. The commanding and securing
powers of the closet (and the coming out process associated with it) act as metaphors for
gay experience so that their metonymic nature as external and arbitrary are made to seem
internal and thus essential. By making it an implicit fact of the work that there are millions
of closets, Adams manages to position same-sex desire somewhere between essence and
structure, as a precarious identity made up of potentially arbitrary identifications, and as
internal as well as relational. But identity is not a question of literal or metaphoric reflec-
tions which a subject sees or perceives. The reflection of an identity and the construction of
the closet are always a form of refraction and distortion, a metonymic object or sign which
never fully articulates the complexities and impossibilities of human love, loss and desire.

Narrating the Closet is linked to a body of queer and post-queer work which deals with
same-sex desire and identity after queer theory. It is a work that begins to deconstruct and
critically reflects on the legacy of same-sex desire and culture as well as moving towards
another ‘paradigm shift’ whereby the shibboleths of coming out of the closet, gay pride
and gay consumer culture and capital are as problematic as they are empowering. Adams’
contribution to this field is both relevant and original, offering a multifaceted alternative to
some of the facile and supercilious examinations of same-sex desire, identity politics and
representation. The ways in which he examines the relational and contingent construction
of the closet means that his work can be read as an autobiographical account used as a
methodological resource or read as a critical text in the fields of psychology, sexuality and
identity politics.

Gareth Longstaff
Media, Arts and Cultures, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK

Email: gareth.longstaff@newcastle.ac.uk
© 2011 Gareth Longstaff
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