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BRENT PILKEY, RACHAEL M. SCICLUNA 
AND ANDREW GORMAN-MURRAY

ALTERNATIVE  
DOMESTICITIES
A cross-disciplinary 
approach to home 
and sexuality
ABSTRACT This special issue responds to a 
growing body of literature at the nexus of stud-
ies on queer/sexuality and home/domesticity. 
It builds on this existing research that seeks 
to destabilize the heteronormative ideology of 
home and domesticity, while also opening up 
this important space—and its constituent prac-
tices—for a plurality of identity formations and 
subjective experiences. Additionally, it address-
es calls from lesbian, gay, and queer studies 
to shift our attention from public spaces and 
community places to the domestic. This special 
issue introduction speaks to continuing investi-
gations of how different groups of people seek 
to creatively construct intimate relations across 
time, space, and place. Towards this end, the 
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five articles in this special issue are introduced in the con-
text of their contribution to a cross-disciplinary approach 
to alternative domesticities.

KEYWORDS: alternative domesticities, queer, home, cross-discipli-
narity, LGBTQ identity

TOWARDS ALTERNATIVE DOMESTICITIES

We had gay burglars the other night. They broke in and rear-
ranged the furniture.
A one-liner by the late comedian Robin Williams evocatively brings 

together the themes of minority sexuality and the domestic sphere, in 
a joke framed by heteronormativity. To dig deeper, Williams’s words 
implicitly show the ways in which ideals of the contemporary home in 
the Global North are constructed by intersections of class, race, gen-
der, and sexuality—simply put, the words become humorous because 
we can all, most likely, picture both the actors and this harmless scene 
unfolding. The opening quote encapsulates the foci of the nexus of lit-
erature that this special issue starts from: studies of queer/sexuality 
and of home/domesticity. Williams’s quote also points to the varied 
homemaking and domestic experiences of gay and lesbian ordinary 
lives. Scholars from a number of academic disciplines have begun 
to investigate this area of study—which makes complete sense given 
that the production of home, like the space outside its traditional 
boundary, is not confined to one profession’s creative act, but rather 
is “an arena of continuous production in relation to sexed bodies and 
sexualised identities” (Baydar 2012: 699). Growing attention to alter-
native domestic experiences therefore considers the complexity that 
might not only be contained in wider society, where identity is made 
up of social categories including gender, race, class, and other status 
markers, but in the sphere of everyday life, where identity, intimacy, 
and intentionality are destabilized and defamiliarized. Such themes 
are at the core of this special issue and emerge at different points in 
the five article presented here.

The choice of the term alternative is purposeful. It is a term that  
embraces the multidimensionality of identity across the life course and 
that hardly ever falls within neat, linear categories. Moreover, the term  
alternative is not restricted to non-heterosexuals but its openness is inclu-
sive of other identities and domestic experiences (e.g. Wilkinson 2014, 
on single people; Jones 2012, on older bisexual people; Gorman-Murray 
2015, on polyamorous families). The element of openness speaks to  
the different domestic scenarios presented in this special issue, which 
are crucial in enriching our understanding of what a home is, while at the 
same time challenging the normative concept of the domestic and lead-
ing us to think about it in the plural: domesticities (see Das et al. 2008).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

16
2.

21
7.

72
.8

9]
 a

t 1
2:

00
 0

6 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
15

 



12
9

H
O

M
E

 C
U

LT
U

R
E

S

A CROSS-DISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO HOME AND SExUALITY

Here, the domestic does not solely refer to home-space or a set of 
normative domestic relations and domestic practices, which are often 
understood through a set of relationships bound to marriage,  family, 
religion, and economy. Instead, it also encapsulates the multiple  
experiences founded in emotions, kinship, friendship, homelessness, 
care, and different flows of power within and beyond the household. 
The varied intimate experiences presented in this special issue bring 
out important differences in the meaning of home and the domestic. 
It is the multifarious combinations of these ensembles—these alter-
native domesticities—that infuse places and relations with a domestic 
quality (Das et al. 2008; Procupez 2008).

In light of Home Culture’s opening aim to provide a “home” for 
cross-disciplinary readings of the domestic sphere (Buchli et al. 2004: 1), 
it is deliberate that the editors and contributing authors—based in social 
anthropology, architectural history, and social and cultural geography—
represent a snapshot of this disciplinary diversity. This collection of 
articles shows how scholars are rethinking normative representations 
of domestic space, through the reading of meanings and practices of 
alternative homemaking in combination with lived experiences of sexual-
ities at home and outside, and through exploring nuanced experiences of 
how people live and the way they negotiate the messiness of the every-
day. These are important assertions that on the one hand illustrate the 
heterogeneity of society, and on the other hand challenge the dominant 
ideology of conventional (heteronormative) domestic spaces and living 
arrangements.

BRINGING QUEER/SExUALITY STUDIES HOME
This special issue sees potential intersections between lesbian, gay, 
and queer studies and other disciplines, such as architectural history, 
anthropology, and human geography. Each study presented here exam-
ines aspects of the lives of LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer) people. Thinking about productive disciplinary intersections is  
important since culture itself is intersectional (Boellstorff 2007;  Plummer 
2010). Alongside the spatial and the intersectional, the temporal is 
also a crucial concept and underlying theme for this work: it indicates 
the timeliness of these debates on sexual lives while alerting us to the 
different issues that past generations had to deal with (Friedman, this 
issue; Scicluna, this issue). This is what Plummer refers to as “syn-
chronic age,” where sexual life stories change over the aging process 
and through time, and can be studied at various moments in one’s life 
course. “Diachronic age,” another term by Plummer, means that we 
can study sexualities through time, in their historical movements. The 
debates presented here can be thought of as “in between” these two 
 temporal categories, where they indicate (Friedman, this issue) how  
alternative sexual lives have always been present but may have been 
submerged in the “ordinary” of daily life and home design. Scicluna’s 
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article illustrates the way sexual life stories change across the life course, 
and Pilkey’s, Tunåker’s, and Barrett’s articles  capture experiences of 
the contemporary world that manifest in the home, its design, domestic 
chores, and in homelessness.

The concept of time has also featured in important debates on how 
we (re)position and represent the “other” through our style of writing  
(Clifford and Marcus 1986; Fabian 1983). This follows  post-structuralist 
critiques of universal truth and objective knowledge, which resist  
Cartesian binary modes of thinking and move away from structure to 
practice and the experiential. In so doing, embodiment, self-reflexivity, 
and subjectivity have become disciplinary strengths, and also, arguably, 
ways in which theory can be contextualized in space and time. Acknowl-
edging one’s subjectivity through autobiography and critical reflexivity 
 offers a critique to the humanist tradition of objectivity, while encourag-
ing the author to discuss one’s own subject-position, including one’s own 
sexuality, in a specific space and time (Lewin and Leap 1996; Okely and 
Callaway 1992). Similarly, the autobiographical reveals the importance 
of mundane private spaces for sexual minorities, both personally and in 
terms of establishing a collective whose narratives might otherwise go 
unrecorded (Gorman-Murray 2007: 14).

This shift in thinking through spatial and temporal intersectionality 
and fluidity challenges dominant conceptions and expectations of het-
eronormativity that suffuse everyday space. With the notable exception 
of work on the closet (Brown 2000; Sedgwick 1990), much research 
produced in spatialized disciplines from the mid-1990s has examined 
how sexual minority identity unfolds outside of the home, in the urban 
centers of a handful of global cities (see Brown 2008). This research 
has had two advantages: it challenges the “straightness” of academia, 
and legitimizes inhabitation of metropolitan centers by showing how 
sexual minorities stake claims to urban space. But it has also meant 
that academics have tended to research public, semi-public, and visi-
ble spaces of gay identity, commercial gay clusters, and spaces where 
male-to-male same-sex public intimacy takes place. While these sites 
have been a focus in urban geographies of sexualities, scholars in and 
beyond human geography have sought to fill in lacunas by looking at, 
inter alia, rural geographies (Fellows 1996; Gorman-Murray et al. 2013; 
Gray 2009; Phillips et al. 2000; Waitt and Gorman-Murray 2011), sexual 
citizenship (Bell and Binnie 2000; Richardson 1998; Weeks 1998), and 
virtual spaces (Mowlabocus 2010). Recently, explicit calls have been 
issued to equally give attention to LGBTQ practices of homemaking and 
domesticity, and thereby build our understanding of LGBTQ experiences, 
imaginaries, cultures, and communities (e.g. Cook 2014; Gabb 2005; 
Halperin 2012). The present special issue thus combines examination 
of the experiential, the public and  larger institutional powers in order 
to continue building on the critical post-structuralist feminist notion of 
home-space as porous.
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PUTTING THE ALTERNATIVE IN STUDIES OF HOME/ 
DOMESTICITY
A growing number of scholars in studies of home/domesticity are 
focusing on LGBTQ experiences; however, there is a need for further 
research investigating this important quotidian space if the truly 
diverse nature of identity is to be understood and inequalities are 
to be overcome across time and space. Much of this work seeks to 
destabilize hegemonic spatial practices and narrow views of the home 
as a site constituted, occupied, and performed by “appropriately” 
gendered and sexed bodies, specifically the asymmetrical 
monogamous heterosexual couple often inhabiting the suburban  
nuclear family home. This effort is not just about making room for other 
spatial practices, tenure types, relationship configurations, locales, and 
identities, but is also about showing that heteronormativity has bearing 
on everyone’s experiences of home (Cook 2014). In light of the tenuous 
boundary between inside and outside, further complicated through 
technological permutations, and in that we take our politics with us as 
we navigate real and digital space, the homes of sexual minorities can 
be understood to subvert heteronormativity from both inside-out and 
outside-in (Pilkey 2013).

New kinship studies have theorized these changes in families through 
reproductive technology and the efforts by gay men and lesbians to create 
meaningful networks of kin and independent families as processes and 
subversive strategies (Carsten 2004; Edwards 2000; Strathern 2005; 
Weston 1991). They challenged the formality and fixity of normative  kinship 
that privileged the dominance of heteronormativity (Lévi-Strauss 1969 
[1949]; Schneider 1980 [1968]). Relatedly, multidisciplinary work on pol-
yamorous relationships (Gorman-Murray 2015; Johnston and  Longhurst 
2010), trans residents and domesticities (Felsenthal 2009; Halberstam 
2005), and unrelated people living together (McNamara and Connell 
2007) is especially valuable in challenging hegemonic heteronormative  
domesticity. Similarly, the homes of non-normative heterosexual  
occupants, including bachelors, sex workers, and polygamists, can shift 
ideological conservatism.

Homes can be used to resist heteronormativity and sustain non- 
heteronormative identities and relationships. While on the one hand 
domestic architecture often limits alternative family arrangements and 
fosters heteronormative nuclear families, on the other hand it can be 
renovated or repurposed to support alternative domesticities; this 
includes “intentional” residential infrastructure such as housing cooper-
atives and co-housing schemes. Some of the work that has examined 
 multiple  experiences of the heteronormative home has looked at “com-
ing out” in relation to the parental home; for some, this process involves 
a supportive home and family, while for others coming out can result 
in heartache and homelessness (Pilkey 2012; Scicluna 2009). Some 
scholarship shows that a sense of diasporic homecoming ensues after 
departing the nuclear family home (Fortier 2002; Sinfield 1999). As men-
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tioned earlier, the experience of age is an important thread throughout 
this research, but so too is the intersection of sexuality with other identity 
factors, including race, ethnicity, religion, class, and socio-economic sta-
tus. This rich body of work that has contributed a queer focus to studies 
of home/domesticity has employed diverse methodological approaches, 
including auto-ethnography, archival research, and qualitative and quan-
titative investigations. It is clear that this research has an ethical agenda 
to improve social justice for all.

Despite an expanding body of literature, more work is needed 
to show the ways in which home and domesticity are shaped 
by restrictive heteronormative ideologies. This is not just an  
exercise in showing contemporary alternative living arrangements: 
there is a dearth of historic studies of queer domesticities that could 
illuminate the idea of the historic family home as an unstable institu-
tion (a notable exception is Cook 2014). More work could look to the 
home as a site of queer political contestation (e.g. hooks 1990)—a 
topic that is represented better in the public sphere (e.g. Brown 2007; 
Weston 1991). And equally, research is needed to show the ways in 
which representations of queer homes, as well as stereotypes and 
ideals of gay domestic sensibility, are much more complicated than 
meets the eye. There is already a shift towards the experiences and 
practices of managing day-to-day life in a queer home, including the 
negotiation of domestic labor and childrearing, lesbian donor con-
ception (Nordqvist 2010, 2011), and gay fatherhood (Lewin 2009). 
Similarly, more efforts are needed to offer voice to under-repre-
sented groups, including younger and older people (Simpson 2014), 
as well as trans, bisexual, and lesbian home-occupiers (Sanger 
and Taylor 2013). Along with consideration of experiences in the  
domestic sphere, a valuable but under-researched thread is the nego-
tiation of sexuality and homelessness through the coming out pro-
cess. The following articles work towards addressing some of these 
areas through distinct contributions.

INTRODUCING THE SPECIAL ISSUE ARTICLES
The collection begins with two articles that uncover lesbian  experiences 
of queering the heteronormative home, one historical and archival in 
focus, and the other contemporary and ethnographic. The first, from 
an architectural historian based in an art department, and the second 
from a social anthropologist based in a school of social  science. Both 
are political in nature and show the ways in which women negotiate 
their non-heterosexual identities, same-sex relationships, work com-
mitments, and families against a backdrop of gendered, classed, and 
sexed expectations. Alice T. Friedman illuminates how the domestic 
architecture of “The Scarab,” the 1907 home of Katharine Lee Bates 
and her partner Katharine Coman, offers a challenge to convention, in 
plan, program, use, and occupation. At home, the women found love 
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and companionship, while “hiding in plain sight” in suburban Welles-
ley, Massachusetts. Friedman’s article not only offers a touching love 
story, but it highlights the intimate link between historic domestic archi-
tecture and queer identity. Rachael M. Scicluna’s article uncovers the 
experiences and meanings of making a home in contemporary London, 
through anthropological research with older lesbians. Focusing on the 
kitchen as a contested and political space, Scicluna argues that these 
women have been able to transgress heteronormative ideals. In these 
domestic narratives it becomes clear that the kitchen in both a physical 
and metaphorical sense becomes the means through which conserv-
ative ideals and rigid boundaries are broken down through alternative 
intimate practices and lesbian-feminist politics.

Sticking with the contemporary, the following two articles—one from a 
human geographer, the other from an architectural historian—show the 
ways in which close readings of everyday queer domesticities offer insight-
ful challenges to normative ideals, specifically by revealing the complexity 
of everyday life. First, Carla Barrett’s study focuses on the management 
and facilitation of domestic labor in homes belonging to a group of lesbians 
and gay men. Drawing on in-depth interview material, the article makes 
the case that organizing and doing everyday household chores is a key  
activity through which normative understandings of the heteronorma-
tive home are subverted. In making this argument, Barrett shows how 
the domestic’s seemingly mundane activities offer an affective politic 
that reaches beyond the boundary of the home. Then Brent Pilkey con-
tinues a reading of ordinary domestic space and contrasts this with “a 
queer domestic aesthetic discourse”—the ideals and stereotypes of 
queer home representations that are propagated by media, television, 
and even some architectural discourse. Through referencing qualitative 
research with LGBTQ residents in London, Pilkey argues that a tension 
exists between the lived realities and celebrated spaces: while these 
representations are widely known, they affect ordinary domestic living 
spaces in a number of complicated ways. The article adds to the work on 
queer domesticities by bringing in a discussion of both identity stereo-
types and tropes of queer architectural design—which the opening quote 
of this introduction hints to.

The final article continues the discussion of domestic boundaries 
by looking at minority sexuality as a factor leading to homelessness, 
forcing one to depart the family home. In her study, connected with 
a homelessness charity in southeast England, social anthropologist 
Carin Tunåker aims to understand lived realities of homeless LGBT 
youth (ages 16–25). Sharing these gathered personal narratives, 
Tunåker argues that social exclusion operates both within and beyond 
the home that destabilizes the notion of the domestic as a space of 
refuge. The article importantly shows how, for example when living 
with non-related kin in a new domestic environment, sexuality and 
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homelessness are a framework through which conventional under-
standings of home are reworked and opened up.

CONCLUSION
To wrap up this introduction, we see this special issue as a productive 
point of departure from which to explore ideas and practices that can 
be used reflexively to interrogate larger concepts of home, domestic 
spaces, domestic practices, sexual identity, and the dominant ideol-
ogy of heteronormativity within the Global North. We suggest three 
cross-disciplinary themes.

The first is work in—and on—visual histories of queer domesticities. 
Visual approaches appear to be increasingly important across a range 
of disciplines—not only in the visual arts and architecture, but also in 
anthropology, sociology, geography, and history, among others. Chris 
Brickell (2014) has shown the importance of visual approaches to 
understanding gay history in New Zealand; while Gillian Rose (2012) 
and Sarah Pink (2007) have described the significance of visual lan-
guage and processes in sociology, anthropology, geography, and other 
social sciences. Drawing their arguments together, it would seem that 
a visual approach—a visual history—of queer domesticity would be a 
topical direction for future research, which would also yield an under-
standing of everyday LGBTQ lives.

In thinking about the visual approach, it is pertinent here to make 
some comment on the cover image for this special issue, Texere: The 
Unfinished Work of Domestic Assemblage, a digital artwork created 
by one of the editors, Andrew Gorman-Murray. This piece attempts to 
visualize some of the “queerness” of domesticity, taking seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century Baroque still life painting as its starting point. 
Still life, especially from the Dutch Republic, often referenced domestic 
themes through the arrangement of domestic objects—food, flowers, 
fruit, textiles, tools, vases, ceramics, cutlery, etc. This art-historical tra-
dition highlights the importance of the domestic for understanding his-
torical, geographical, and social processes. The piece attempts to evoke 
the materiality and tactility of the domestic. In doing so, the work seeks 
to elicit contemporary cross-disciplinary themes about the domestic 
as: a process, a weaving, a representation, a text, an assemblage, an  
ongoing labor, sensorial, unfinished, messy, and polyvalent. Every ele-
ment within the image is a textile, making reference to the Latin root 
of both text and textile—texere—a weaving. Text, textile, and representa-
tion are always weavings: in this case, a weaving of the domestic as an 
assemblage of materials, and a process of labor, that is layered, multifac-
eted, and enduring.

Another theme unfortunately missing from the special issue con-
cerns race, ethnicity, and postcoloniality. Work on LGBTQ lives—includ-
ing domestic lives—is still largely situated in the Global North and 
focused on “White” cultures. More attention needs to be given to queer  
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domesticities in the Global South and/or of postcolonial processes within 
the Global North. Excellent pioneering examples here include Natalie 
Oswin’s (2010) work on the heteronormativity of the model family home 
in postcolonial Singapore (approached from the perspective of queer 
geographies) and Travis Kong’s (2012) work on gay men’s uses of public 
and private spaces in Hong Kong under British and Chinese jurisdiction. 
The opportunities for further work at the intersection of domesticity, sex-
uality, race, ethnicity, and postcoloniality seem boundless.

A final theme that demands further attention is a consideration 
of queer domesticities through the lens of naturecultures. There is a 
growing body of conceptual and empirical work on queer naturecul-
tures (e.g. Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 2010), but little of this 
work has been brought “home” as yet. Emma Power (2008, 2009, 
2012) offers excellent and insightful beginnings with her work on 
cohabiting with pets and pests at home. A queer perspective would be 
useful for further work here—in regard to companion species, alterna-
tive families, and extra-domestic intrusions into the home. In encour-
aging work that continues to build on the cross-disciplinary themes of 
the special issue, we look forward to scholarship that expands queer 
domesticities into intersections with visual culture, postcolonial and 
natureculture studies, among others.
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