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TraPPeD IN The CloSeT WITh eVe

Tavia Nyong’o

one of the problems with the turn to affect in queer studies is that, when 
we were talking about sexuality, everyone at least thought they knew what 
we were talking about, even those who felt we shouldn’t be talking about 
any such thing. after the affective turn, no one can quite agree what it is we 
are talking about, including, it seems, us. Consequently, while prudes 
might now be marginally less paranoid about what it is we’re up to, this 
state of affairs is not necessarily fortunate. and the intellectual gains that 
studies of affect have enabled within queer studies are partly offset by the 
aloofness of the term affect. In talking about affect, I have noticed, one can 
easily lose the thread quite suddenly, in midconversation, and sometimes 
cannot seem to pick it up again despite continuous further discussion. 
This presents a perplexing irony: have our attempts to move closer to the 
shapes and textures of everyday feeling moved us further from the live 
wires of felt concern?

I enjoy excellent company in perplexity. In the introduction to Touch-
ing, Feeling, a key book heralding the affective turn, eve Kosofsky Sedg-
wick proclaimed herself “abashed” at how “little sex” had made it in. She 
even worried that “in many areas the moment may be past when theory 
was in a very productive relation to sexual activism.”1 While I would rush 
to defend Sedgwick against the implication that her work was guilty of 
detaching sex from affect, I do think that if there were indeed such a de-
tachment in the broader field, it would be worth a little abashment. of 
course, our current moment presents different political imperatives than 
those of the aIDS crisis and moral panics around the government funding 
of “obscene” art and performance that occasioned the productive relation 
between theory and sexual activism that Sedgwick here refers to. our re-
lationship to that earlier moment cannot be one of nostalgia, wisely de-
fined by Stanley Cavell as “an inability to open the past to the future.”2 
recognizing this, one important strand of affect studies—represented for 
example in ann Cvetkovich’s writings on lesbian activists in aCT UP—
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has prioritized the remembering, repeating, and working through of the 
theoretically saturated sexual activism of the 1980s.3 It seems worth sus-
taining this effort to work through sex again from within the affective 
turn. This is not to recommend an effort to revisit sex, as it were, once more 
with feeling, in some misguided effort to at last get it right, still less to fix 
queer theory as a new scientia sexualis. Instead, we might do better to draw 
upon the psychoanalytic tradition that Sedgwick’s own work performed 
such unpredictable improvisations upon to acknowledge how endemic 
repetition itself is to the discourses and practices of sex.

Queer theory tends to be most vibrant when people beyond the acad-
emy feel caught up in what it is it does. (This may be one reason why 
transgender theory—which one wit has called queer theory’s “evil twin”—
is enjoying such strides.4 Whatever else it may be, transgender theory is an 
account of the world in which many nonacademics feel strongly impli-
cated, and with reason.) This feeling of implication approaches but finally 
diverges from louis althusser’s concept of interpellation and its well-
known spoken command “hey you!” Slavoj Žižek and Judith Butler, 
among others, have challenged this account of subject formation as too 
deterministic to account for the ideological paradoxes upon which the 
bodily matters of desire and excess are born.5 The acoustics of implication 
at work in queer theory and its uncanny doubles are perhaps better cap-
tured in the expression “my ears are burning.” at least, it is such a peri-
interpellative that Sedgwick refers to in the hilarious subtitle to her essay 
“Paranoid reading and reparative reading, or, you’re So Paranoid, you 
Probably Think This essay Is about you.”6 as it happens, I did indeed 
think the essay was about me, at least the first time I read it. and although 
reading it, as is the case with everything else Sedgwick wrote, left me a 
changed and sharpened thinker, revisiting it today spurs in me the quix-
otic impulse to offer a reparative reading of the paranoia it teases. Sedg-
wick insisted that her studies of affect were spurred by a search for 
nondualistic modes of thought, and such a pursuit ought to be capacious 
enough to afford reparative spaces for the conspiratorially driven. Para-
noid people, after all, have friends too.

“Paranoid reading and reparative reading” opens with an arresting 
provocation delivered to Sedgwick by a friend.7 If we had all the concrete 
evidence we needed for all the worst we suspected about the world, Sedg-
wick was asked, of what knowledge would we then be in possession of 
that we were not already?8 With this startling epistemological query still 
ringing in the air, Sedgwick proceeds to unravel “paranoia’s faith in de-
mystifying exposure” and what she sees as “its cruel and contemptuous 
assumption that the one thing lacking for global revolution, explosion of 
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gender roles, or whatever, is people’s (that is, other people’s) having the 
painful effects of their oppression, poverty, or deludedness sufficiently ex-
acerbated to make the pain conscious (as if otherwise it wouldn’t have 
been) and intolerable (as if intolerable situations were famous for generat-
ing excellent solutions.)”9 There is something self-reinforcing about para-
noia, she finds, that makes it immune to reproof and intolerant of the 
range of other responses that a given situation may produce.

For the paranoid reader, we could say, the future is recursive, getting 
periodically stuck in loops that promise only more of the same, but worse. 
as a critical strategy, paranoia falls under the kind of totalizing, “strong 
theory” of the world that explains too much, explains too well and, ulti-
mately, explains away the more worthwhile local readings that a critic 
may produce. Sedgwick’s critique of paranoia as a strong theory extends a 
recurrent exasperation in her writing with epistemological knowingness, 
by which she often means that range of reactionary political effects that 
can be achieved by suppressing a topic that urgently needs to be broached 
by treating it as though it were already exhausted.10 While at various 
points “Paranoid reading and reparative reading” performs tactical re-
versals upon prior positions staked out in Sedgwick’s The Epistemology of 
the Closet (1990), it also continues her inquiry into the affect of knowing or 
appearing to know (compare “knowingness” to a more recent cognate 
coinage, “truthiness,” and a pungent whiff of its humor emerges).11 In-
deed, I might even suggest that, just as Marx offered a critique of political 
economy (and not, as his bourgeois critics have always insisted, a failed 
economics), Sedgwick developed over her career, more than a queer epis-
temology, a critique of epistemology, one in which the surplus value of 
knowingness in a homophobic society works analogously to the way sur-
plus value does under capitalism. Sedgwick’s critique often proceeded by 
writing and critical strategies that sought to diminish the strength of para-
noid epistemologies, opening out the world for a wider range of response 
than a hermeneutics of suspicion allows.

While I recognize a lot of truth in Sedgwick’s description of paranoid 
reading, while I even recognize a lot of truth about myself in it, it also 
doesn’t seem to tell the full story. even before a conspiratorial account of 
the world seeks to promulgate itself, it seems to me, it gathers around it 
the paranoid people who suspect that we are being talked about, whose 
ears are burning, and who want to know how and why. Consider as just 
one example of this Patricia Turner’s work on the role of rumor, even 
palpably false rumor, in constituting african american communities.12 In 
order to place its faith in exposure, paranoia must first possess a faith in 
numbers, which is one source of its paradoxical sociality. To be sure, the 
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will to expose, demolish, and deconstruct deceptive accounts of the world 
has the rigid and isolative effects Sedgwick identifies. But this should not 
lead us to discount its ability to draw together and conjugate alternative 
social relations. and indeed the alternative conjugation of sex and social-
ity has always been the aim of queer theory and activism. Queer and criti-
cal projects seeking to oppose the dominant university fantasy of 
completely anodyne systems of orderly knowledge cannot seem to do 
without at least a bit of this “paranoid schizoid” sociality.13

Defending paranoid reading practices raises the further question of 
whether such reading should necessarily be aligned with sexuality, in one 
column, with reparative readings aligned with affect in the other? I would 
not rush to stabilize such an arrangement. although Sedgwick’s query-
ing of paranoia’s strong theory took shape through a challenge to psycho-
analysis, her position cannot be reduced to a simple exchange of a 
totalizing, strong theory of sexual difference for a deliberately weak the-
ory of affective tonalities. If anything, her writing on affect belongs to a 
tradition—predating, postdating, and including Freud—of nonpatho-
logical descriptions of the varieties of sexual experience. In her afterword 
to the collected writings of gary Fisher, for instance, Sedgwick inter-
preted Fisher’s fantasies of sexual slavery and the eroticization of racist 
verbal abuse not as “internalized self-hatred” in the manner ego psychol-
ogy would hold, but instead as a daring, speculative project “to take con-
trol of the time and rhythm of entering, exploring, and leaving the space 
of” trauma.14 her brief account of Fisher strikes me as a model of repara-
tive reading as she later elaborates the practice. To take control of the time 
and rhythm of entering, exploring, and leaving racial and sexual trauma is 
not to decide for or against sexuality or affect, or for paranoia or repara-
tion, but precisely to defer such a finality through an act of aesthetic and 
political imagination.

The best criticism, as Sedgwick put it, knew how to “interdigitate” 
paranoid and reparative approaches.15 But any kumbaya image of holding 
hands this term might suggest belies the harder implication of what she 
means by this term: that the best criticism must somehow permit dualistic 
and nondualistic modes of thought to be moments of each other. It’s ap-
propriate that Sedgwick should have made this insight in the context of 
discussing a black writer, because race is a discourse wherein the inter-
digitation of dualistic and nondualistic modes of knowingness are starkly 
apparent. What is the desire called “post-racial” if not a bid for a future 
that is not simply a monotonous recursion of the horrors of the past? and 
what is the deep suspicion roused by this term if not an insistence that no 
such future is likely without an admission and working through of how 



 TraPPeD IN The CloSeT WITh eVe 247

deep and thoroughgoing racism remains? If we are unsurprised to find 
that the debate around the idea of a post-racial america simply repeats the 
positions from which racial hierarchies were previously preserved, it may 
not be because nothing has changed, but because the change that has hap-
pened is recursive in a way that paranoid readings are particularly good at 
ferreting out.

here I want to draw out one entailment of an observation Sedgwick 
makes in her reading of Fisher’s racialized erotics. “Probably any sexual-
ity” she observes, “is a matter of sorting, displacing, reassigning singleness 
or plurality, literality or figurativeness to a very limited number of sites 
and signifiers.”16 This image of a sexuality as an assemblage organized 
around internal/external limits, or what in Jacques lacan’s vocabulary are 
called points de capiton, seems to me to suggest a depiction of sex as embed-
ded within time through the very recursions that also characterize para-
noia.17 recursion, I am suggesting, may be the means by which paranoid 
and reparative readings may interdigitate. But what is recursion? I am 
drawing here on its technical meaning as any procedure that includes at 
least one sequence that must be repeated before it can be completed. a 
famous example of visual recursion is the Droste effect, in which a box of 
chocolate depicts an enigmatic nun holding a box of chocolate that in turns 
depicts an enigmatic nun holding a box of chocolate, ad infinitum. Unlike 
the vanishing point of traditional perspective, the infinity into which re-
cursion disappears does not stabilize but rather provokes and troubles the 
visual field. It calls attention to itself and keeps the eye anxiously roving. 
recursion splits the subject, not only by denying it the fantasy of a stable 
vantage point and perspective, but further by extending the promise that 
there is a way out of its maze, provided only that one invests in its logic 
long enough to perpetuate its effects. recursion, we can easily see, can in-
duce paranoia and paranoia can take on recursive structures.

less easily, recursion also holds reparative potentiality. Because it in-
cludes, but is not reducible to, repetition, it provides a potentially useful 
way of diagramming the relation between affect and sexuality, between 
past and future. It is a way of going forward, nonteleologically but with-
out committing in advance to remaining stuck in the past. reading recur-
sion reparatively, as Sedgwick’s afterword on Fisher implies, is one way of 
better understanding the loopholes of conspiratorial solidarity that honey-
comb contemporary society. It is from within one such loophole that I of-
fer my own modest effort towards such an interdigitated reparative/
paranoid reading.

Trapped in the Closet (Jive records, 2005, 2007) is a 22-chapter-and-
counting series of short musical films written by and starring the r&B 
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singer r. Kelly18 (figure 1). With its film-noir clichés and ominous, un-
changing melody, the narrative is so textbook paranoid in structure that it 
immediately takes on the semblance of a parody. each episode, sung en-
tirely by Kelly but acted out by a range of male and female characters, 
ends in a cliffhanger that typically takes the form of a sexual revelation 
that is meant to be shocking. like the Droste effect, or russian nesting 
dolls, each revealed affair only leads to another, moving the plot recur-
sively forward not on the basis of a suspense one expects may finally be 
lifted, but out of the sheer paranoid drive to uncover the principle out of 
which these covert intimacies are perpetually being exfoliated. Debuting 
at a time when r. Kelly was awaiting trial under accusation of sexually 
assaulting a girl below the age of consent, the public scandal around the 
star only intensified the scrutiny of his sprawling, increasingly surreal 
magnum opus. Was he trying to confess obliquely to his own crimes? To 
extemporize and play the victim by showing the society that sat in judg-
ment of him to be itself hypocritical? For my purposes here, however, I am 
most interested in how recursion plays out formally in Trapped in the 
Closet, both visually and in narrative, in such a way as to yoke its paranoid 
perspective on sexuality to a potentially reparative outlook on black social 
life.

When r. Kelly appears as the white-suited narrator to recap the series 
at the beginning of episode 12, he has already split off from his principle 
protagonist self, the character Sylvester (not coincidentally also Kelly’s 

Figure 1. R. Kelly, chapter 12½ of Trapped in the Closet (Jive Records, 2007). DVD still.
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middle name). The narrator rushes us through the first series of revela-
tions at double speed. Pastor rufus discovers Sylvester trapped in the 
closet (spoiler alert: the title of the epic is explained in its opening three 
seconds). his wife Cathy in turn discovers that rufus is cheating on her 
with a man, Chuck. Sylvester then calls home, only to hear a man’s voice, 
causing him to rush back to confront his wife gwendolyn and, well, you 
get the picture. Just to be sure you do, the narrator models the proper af-
fective response to each new appalling, thrilling revelation of male homo-
sexuality, lesbianism, sex with a white person, sex with a little person, et 
cetera. his rhythmic cries of “oh shit!” which at one point begin to coin-
cide with his splitting into two, then three recursions, expresses the voy-
euristic fantasy of the series, which is that the subterranean network of 
illicit relations upon which society is covertly sustained might somehow be 
mapped without oneself becoming lost in it. r. Kelly’s placement of each 
character’s voice—gay and straight, black and white, male and female—
in his own mouth suggests a complex disidentification with the queer, the 
white, and the feminine, on the part of the black, male, and ostentatiously 
(if freakily) heterosexual subject. This fantasy of a global ventriloquism—
in which the singer assumes in sequence all imaginable sites of social 
enunciation—is not reducible to the moments of straightforward parody 
we also see in Trapped in the Closet (for instance, in the familiar comedic 
roles Kelly acts out, such as the grumpy old fart, the pimp, or the preacher 
man). Instead, the sung/sonic act of throwing the voice in this disidentifi-
catory manner (that is to say, a manner that works on and upon an identi-
fication rather than either accepting or rejecting it) seems to produce a 
recursive visual counterpoint. First Sylvester splits from r. Kelly, then the 
narrator from Sylvester, then the narrator from himself. In a visual se-
quence of disavowal, the voyeur perpetually divides and retreats from the 
knowledge he seeks continuously to enjoy.

But over the course of chapters 13 through 22, such enjoyment does not 
so much indefinitely repeat as it metastasizes, as Slavoj Žižek might put 
it.19 It is at this point that Trapped in the Closet does something agile with 
the epistemology of the closet that marks it out from the run of ordinary 
popular culture. here we could begin to speak of surplus knowingness, 
on explicit analogy to Marx’s surplus value. Trapped in the Closet, it seems 
to me, produces such a surplus knowingness, enacting an excess of recur-
sive procedures upon the social that, in the end, multiplies rather than 
reduces the opportunities for intervening within it. one instance of this: 
the second half of the series turns from the unspooling of ever less sur-
prising adulterous affairs towards a tenuous but definite meditation on 
the power of rumor and fear in the making and unmaking of black com-
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munities, particularly rumor and fear around homosexuality and hIV/
aIDS.

after extending his shaggy dog tale about as far as it can go, Kelly re-
veals that Chuck is now hospitalized, the cause of which is surmised to be, 
on the grapevine upon which the news instantly travels, what everyone 
euphemistically calls “the package.” all foregoing melodramatic hijinks 
must once again be recursively replotted as characters struggle to ascertain 
their own status as the package’s potential addressees.

The paranoid reading of the paranoid impulse of this epic conclusion 
might show how homosexuality figures within it as the principle unravel-
ing sociality. and such a reading would not be wrong, insofar as the film 
depicts a whole wave of hysterical fear and tearful recrimination set off by 
a single overheard, and very possibly misconstrued, phone call between 
two male lovers. But the very principle that threatens community, this 
conclusion also suggests, is also the one that conjugates it. Kelly’s recursive 
narrative, as riley Snorton puts it, “demonstrates the imbrications of ‘het-
erosexual’ and ‘homosexual’ relationships.”20 embedded enigmatically 
within that narrative, the package, or the fear of the package, reveals itself 
as the negative “truth” of community, yoking like and unlike together in 
a sprawling network of pimps, prostitutes, police officers, strippers, pas-
tors, wives, neighbors, and gangsters.21 everyone’s ears are burning, but 
everybody’s listening.
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