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In Narrating the Closet, Tony E. Adams draws upon a lifetime of experience
and research into non-heterosexual identities to craft a comprehensive autoethno-
graphic analysis of the interactional and ideological foundations of the metaphorical
‘‘closet.’’ Specifically, Adams employs his own experiences with lovers, friends,
religious officials, students, colleagues, and family members as data from which to
enunciate the complex dynamics surrounding claiming a non-heterosexual identity
in contemporary American society. Further, his analysis builds on countless informal
discussions with people he came across during his daily activities, nine open-ended
interactive interviews with lesbian women and gay men, four life history interviews
with gay men, life writings composed by others that have dealt with these issues, and
media representations of the closet and coming out from television, film, and audio
productions. Although Adams is quick to point out that his work should not be used
to generalize to the experiences of sexual minorities on a large scale, the collection
of data presented alongside his own story presents a tapestry—albeit a partial—of
possible issues that any non-heterosexual could face in the course of their daily lives.

As Adams (2011, p. 36) explains, he assembled these resources in order to
‘‘document my journey through, and processes of, the closet and coming out with
the purpose of making experiences of same-sex attraction more humane, tolerable,
and meaningful for others.’’ Stated another way, Adams attempts to demonstrate
that we—as social beings sharing a world—are ALL implicated in the issues faced
by non-heterosexuals. As such, it is our job as social citizens to take ownership and
responsibility for creating safe spaces wherein ALL people may express who, how,
and what they love without fear of reprisal. Discussing conversational interactions
regarding intimate behavior, for example, Adams argues that the culture of silence
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surrounding non-heterosexual relationships may leave sexual minorities feeling
isolated and alone even after disclosing their sexual desires. Illustrating this point, he
notes that if we, as a society, really believe intimate relationships should be private,
then we should not ask about girlfriends, marriages, boyfriends, plans for children,
and other types of sexual experience in the first place. By affirming these questions for
heterosexuals only, we reproduce societal discrimination against non-heterosexuals
within the context of our routine, everyday conversational interactions.

The multitude of ways a non-heterosexual individual may experience coming out,
the closet, and same-sex attraction as well as the countless ways that others are impli-
cated in these experiences lies at the heart of Narrating the Closet. Many—especially
heterosexual—readers will likely be amazed by how often everyday conversations
become hostile territories for non-heterosexuals, and how often sexual minorities
must wrestle with what to say, who to say it to, and how to say things without
experiencing tremendous backlash. Whether one is interacting with a stranger in a
grocery store, a potential colleague on a job interview, or a trusted friend or family
member, Adams does an excellent job of demonstrating how sexual assumptions
continuously color the interactional lives of people.

Throughout the book, Adams organizes his experiences by focusing on four
stages of life non-heterosexuals may experience in relation to the closet: Learning
the Closet, Living (in) the Closet, Leaving the Closet, and Paradoxes of the Closet.
Learning the closet refers to the processes whereby non-heterosexuals learn their
sexual desires are something that must be hidden, that is not normal, and that may
cause them trouble. In this section, Adams enumerates the experience of learning
what same-sex attraction means socially while outlining seven conditions necessary
for the existence of the closet and the processes of coming out. Building upon this
analysis, Living (in) the Closet outlines the experience of an ongoing interactional
contradiction wherein people hide part of their lives in order to feel supported,
secure, and loved. In both of these sections, Adams thus presents readers with a
first-hand account of the emotional, psychological, and social damage experienced
by sexual minorities that learn and feel—for a wide variety of reasons—that they
must hide a major portion of their lives.

Following his enumeration of life prior to and within the closet, Adams turns
to Leaving the Closet, which refers to the processes wherein people come out of
the closet and claim non-heterosexual identities. In this section, Adams outlines
twelve interrelated premises of coming out, and in so doing, demonstrates how these
actions are both deeply embedded within processes of social interaction, and only
the beginning of an ongoing pattern of disclosure that may continue throughout the
life course. Importantly, the power of Adams’ approach lies in the use of multiple
examples, data points, and literature sources to flesh out each of these premises and
explain how each one derives from and relies upon social rather than individual
dynamics. Echoing this focus on the social, Adams thus turns to a discussion of the
Paradoxes of the Closet. Specifically, he enumerates contradictions faced by non-
heterosexual people throughout their daily interactions. When someone stays in the
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closet because they realize that coming out may be dangerous and simultaneously
receives messages stating that living in the closet is politically irresponsible or
dishonest, for example, that person experiences interactional paradoxes. As such,
non-heterosexuals may, as Adams (p. 123) suggests, ‘‘leave these interactions torn
between’’ what they ‘‘should have said and done and’’ what they ‘‘actually said and
did.’’ As a result, non-heterosexual people may continuously feel held accountable
for disclosing their sexual desires or hiding them in specific situations while wrestling
with dueling desires for BOTH acknowledgement and safety.

In summary, Adams’ thick description of the contours of coming out, the closet,
and same-sex attraction demonstrate the dynamic complexity of non-heterosexual
experience, agency, and meaning-making found within the simplest forms of social
interaction. In fact, it is not a stretch to say that researchers could draw upon each
of the phases outlined in this work—Learning the Closet, Living (in) the Closet,
Leaving the Closet, and Paradoxes of the Closet—to further expand knowledge of
lesbian, gay, bisexual, queer (LGBQ) experience. Similarly, teachers could translate
the thick descriptions offered in this work into teaching tools capable of illustrating
the importance of taking responsibility—regardless of our own sexual desires—for
the establishment of safe spaces wherein people may freely express who, how, and
what they love without fear. I would thus suggest that Narrating the Closet represents
a significant contribution to our understanding of same-sex desire, the closet, and
coming out.
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