Abstract – 500 words

Using the work of Adrienne Rich, examine the cultural phenomenon of compulsive heterosexuality and heteronormativity using their poem ‘Diving Into The Wreck’.

Adrienne Rich is known for her queer and feminist writings – poetry, prose and scholarly. Previouslmarried to a man and then a proud lesbian, her work has seen a variety of styles, influences and criticisms. Her later pieces are recognised for examining societal criticism for lesbian visibility and radical feminism through erasure. Rich’s article ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Experience’ describes eight characteristics that comprise male power and efforts to supress female sexuality (Rich, 1980). The dominant social order (patriarchy) uses a variety of tactics to maintain the status quo and make it seem that heterosexuality is the only ‘normal’ sexuality (Napikoski, 2021). Rich argues against this, instead believing that heterosexuality is not inherent but is an imposed institution to suppress women. Examples of lesbianism has been scrubbed from history and therefore promoted to females as deviancy. This erasure is then coupled with the promotion of heteronormativity and results in women behaving complaisantly and suffering from sexual harassment in an attempt to keep their jobs. Rich has been criticised as her essay has been viewed as seeking lesbian revolution, however, her motivation was to demonstrate that heterosexuality is not the only ‘normal’ sexuality and that women can benefit more from relationships with each other than from relationships with men (Napikoski, 2021). Tying together her queer and feminist views, she proposes that until women can have nonsexual relationships with each other, and sexual relationships without judgement, women could not truly hold power and therefore feminism could not achieve its goals (Rich, 1980).

Rich suggests that compulsory heterosexuality is easily reinforced though art and popular culture as they are powerful media sources that promote ‘proper’ female behaviour (Napikoski, 2021). This may be a contributing factor to why her poetry has seen the growth and change it’s developed through. Her poem ‘Diving Into The Wreck’ represents a turning point in her poetry as it explores female identity, patriarchal oppression and sexuality (Merrigan, 2018). There are multiple readings of the poem: some see it as a map to Rich’s creative process, others see it as a journey from ignorance to realisation, and some may see it as exploring the process of coming to terms with your sexuality and gender identity. The poem adopts a gender neutral point of view as Rich reaches the truth when the boundaries between stereotypical representations of males and females fall apart. This allows the key message in the poem, ‘the thing itself and not the myth’ to emerge (Rich, 1973). It links to Rich’s work on compulsory heterosexuality as the diver aims to rediscover history outside the narration by masculine writers (Sreelatha, Aruna, 2020). Another perspective suggests that it could describe getting past people and society to get to direct interaction with the experience itself. The true beauty of ‘Diving Into The Wreck’ is that it can be accessed by anyone – regardless of gender, anyone who has experiences with societal pressure can identify with the explorer (Merrigan, 2018). This essay aims to examine the scholarship of Adrienne Rich and its relevance, as well as how it’s represented and made accessible through her poetry.
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