How does heteronormativity, specifically compulsory heterosexuality, impact on lesbian experience?  
To begin to answer this question we first must define what we mean by the concepts of heteronormativity and compulsory heterosexuality and individually assess how each concept affects lesbians. By doing this we will then be able to see the full extent that both the system (Heteronormativity) and a faction of this system (Compulsory Heterosexuality) has upon them and can begin to evaluate whether this effect is either positive or negative and just what that means for the lesbian experience.  
Heteronormativity is defined as the assumption that heterosexuality is the default social and biological norm, therefore also upholding the idea that non-heterosexual identities are abnormal, which leaves these groups open to unfair treatment or alienation.
This concept was popularised by Gayle Rubin in her published work “The traffic of women”, which was released in 1975. It is important to note that Rubin was challenging the feminist theory of the time by displaying how deeply connected gender and concepts like compulsory heterosexuality were. By doing this she was trying to push that heterosexuality must become the focus for feminist analysis as for her it was the cause and effect of the current sex/gender system. A system that rationalised the unfair power dynamic that men hold over women. (Ward, Jane, and Schneider, 2009)
Her work from this time popularised the concept of heteronormativity through these views, as she believed that gender inequality and heterosexuality were inseparable. (Ward, Jane, and Schneider, 2009) Her definition of gender here refers to more than just identification with a biological sex but also focused on the societal enforcement of opposite-sex desire and attraction, which as we previously covered, is part of the very definition of Heteronormativity.
Her views had changed quite drastically with the publication of her later work “Thinking sex” from 1984-1993. Her focus in this had expanded past a focus on heterosexuality and its enforcement of a patriarchal system. In “Thinking sex”, she most of all called for new theorisation on the concept of sexuality without it being tied to or put under the concepts of gender and sex. Her main argument in this piece was that sexual normalcy is something that cuts through many different hierarchies and systems of oppression and privilege. She believed that this enforcement is used to regulate everyone and therefore sat at the heart of many struggles both nationally and globally.  (Ward, Jane, and Schneider, 2009)
Applying Rubin’s theory specifically regarding the lesbian experience we can quite safely state that heteronormativity is a system that massively impacts them and in quite the negative fashion. As their identity is against the binary it’s leaving them vulnerable to negative stigma and reactions from a larger community. It’s also important to note that as a sexuality it excludes men which ties into her earlier connection between heteronormativity and the patriarchy, identifying as something that undermines that power structure could lead to an increased risk for this community, therefore greatly impacting their experience as it makes even identifying as a lesbian a threat to the social norm.
To summarise, Rubin identified the enforcement of sexual normalcy, in this case, Heterosexuality, as an oppressive hierarchical structure that routinely regulates us all. This view leads us into Compulsory heterosexuality quite well, as it’s a component of heteronormality that was popularised by theorist Adrienne Rich.
 
The concept of compulsory heterosexuality was defined as a sexuality that is “both forcibly and subliminally imposed upon women” in Adrienne Rich’s essay, “Compulsory heterosexuality and lesbian existence”, in 1980. (Rich, 1980) Nowadays this term is expanded to cover more than just women and is described as the notion that heterosexuality is the norm and so therefore everyone should be or are expected to be straight. (Wynne, 2021)
The text tackles a series of components, most relating to lesbian visibility and addressing a lot of literary and contemporary criticism of lesbians and addressing the system of heteronormativity.
In this essay Rich, a lot like Rubin believed that heterosexuality is a system that is imposed upon society, it’s not inherently natural or inherent in human nature over other sexualities. (Rich, 1980) This more so reflects Rubin’s earlier views on how this oppressive hierarchy is used against women.
 In particular, she notes how the heteronormative system makes way for the “male right of physical, economical, and emotional access” to women (Rich, 1980.) Displaying how her key argument here is that sexuality (specifically heterosexuality) has always been weaponized against women and has been used to sustain inequality between the two sexes.
Rich aimed to encourage the feminist theorists of the time to examine heterosexuality as this system and examine how it can disempower women, while also bringing attention to the erasure of lesbian existence from a vast amount of feminist literature as Rich also portrays lesbians as an extension of feminism throughout this piece. (Rich, 1980)
Rich’s theories are mostly based upon Kathleen Gough’s works. Gough was a feminist social anthropologist, and it was her publication “Origin of the family” that Rich builds her argument upon. This work sets out a framework that lists “eight characteristics of male power in archaic and contemporary societies”. Using this framework Rich also defines what she means by the term lesbianism in this essay, which is split into three separate definitions.
The first is that she views lesbian existence almost as a resistance against the heteronormative system, and as a choice. (Rich, 1980) This is a notion that has been challenged in the modern-day as our understanding of sexualities have changed quite dramatically.
The second is quoted as, "Lesbian Identity is the sense of self of a woman bonded primarily to women who are sexually and emotionally independent of men." (Rich, 1980) Where she is essentially stating the definition of lesbian as we know it today.
Finally, was her idea of a “lesbian continuum” which to quote is the "range—through each woman's life and throughout history—of woman-identified experiences, not simply the fact that a woman has had or consciously desired genital sexual experience with another woman”. (Rich, 1980)
 Which was one of the ways she was attempting to include women who may not identify as a lesbian at all to try and build similarities and a community between heterosexual feminist and lesbian feminists, ultimately leading to criticism over the term, as it would allow other women to claim to be a part of such continuum without acknowledging their heterosexuality. (NASRULLAH MAMBROL, 2017) The lesbian continuum was proposed to include all women-identified experiences that women encounter in life; this was a way to reflect on lesbian history without having sexualisation at the heart of it. (NASRULLAH MAMBROL, 2017)
Returning to Gough’s work, the characteristics she gave to demonstrate male control over women and the suppression of women’s sexuality are paraphrased as follows.
To deny women freedom of their own sexuality, forcing male sexuality upon women through violence and assertion that men are superior, exploiting women’s reproductive rights, control over their children, confinement through control over expressions of femininity and economic dependence, male transactions displayed by acts such as women being given away, patriarchal dominance where men are allowed more participation in society and the withholding of knowledge by erasing women’s history and discrimination against women in a professional setting. (Gough,1971)
The way Rich applied this to her work was demonstrating how the denial of freedom of sexuality was used to control and suppress women and their advancements. In this she expresses that what’s essential to the lesbian identity is the act of resistance against compulsory heterosexuality, a societal system that compels women to tie in their sexualities to men inherently, it’s this fact that matters more than their sexual activities with other women. (Rich, 1980)
These characteristics that Gough listed display that society had neglected to include women in public spaces, and the ignorance of women’s own choice in sexuality has strengthened the hierarchy that places them below a man in this system.
Something that is Important to note is that Rich often brings up the destruction of lesbian experience historically, which is one of Gough’s listed characteristics, be it through misplacements of documents or the outright destruction if such evidence. She argues that this has led to the contemporary society where having lesbian experiences or identifying as a lesbian would have marked you as abnormal and therefore unacceptable to the majority of men and women. (Rich, 1980)
So, what Rich’s work rightfully displays is that lesbians suffer even further under the structure of heteronormativity, her reasoning for this usually draws back to their expression of their sexuality and gender. As she believed that lesbians had to remain closeted for any chance of success professionally and fall within the typical expression of femininity, and not being out was also for their safety. (Chênière, 2021)
To conclude with Rich, it’s key to note that we have moved on from a lot of core views today regarding how we view sexuality. Lesbianism at the time this was written was a political move by some, especially in a lot of radical feminist ideologies. Rich was also trying to encourage feminist theorists to include lesbians in their work, as lesbians were facing a massive amount of exclusion from that movement.
An example of this is how only 10 years earlier there was the Lavender Menace demonstration, this being where lesbians wanted to be seen as a part of the feminist movement of the time and in direct response to the first congress to unite women where lesbian organisations were deliberately excluded and also to Betty Friedan, feminist author and co-founder of NOW who had referred to lesbian as lavender menaces in her writing as she believed the open presence of lesbians in the movement would discredit them. (Medhurst,2020)
However, Rich’s work regarding the theory of compulsory heterosexuality is still incredibly common now, and so now let’s assess how these concepts of heteronormativity and compulsory heterosexuality affects lesbian experience today and contrast this to the experiences that both Rubin and Rich highlighted in their works.
 One of the clearest examples of how these concepts still hold weight now is the prominence of compulsory heterosexuality with the lesbian identity. The easiest way to demonstrate this claim is through a document known as the “Lesbian master doc.’ This isn’t an academic document at all, but its notability is something that can’t be ignored. This document was originally published anonymously to Tumblr in January 2008 under the user @cyberlesbian. (Hess,2021)
 This 30-page document begins with explaining the idea of heteronormativity and quickly moving into compulsory heterosexuality, all based upon Adrienne Rich’s work and theories.
 “Compulsory heterosexuality is what forces lesbians to struggle through learning the difference between what you’ve been taught you want (being with men) and what you do want (being with women), which is why so many lesbians have dated men at some point,” (Docdroid.net, 2022)
 The latter sections also cover the effects of social conditioning regarding how it makes lesbians doubt their identities as it goes against what society pushes upon women from a young age.
“Attraction is often coerced by societal conditioning and some lesbians have a hypothetical attraction to men due to compulsory heterosexuality. But we don’t want to actually date or have sex with a man ever.” (Docdroid.net, 2022)
The author of this document later revealed herself as Angeli Luz, she wrote this as a teenager about her experiences with her sexuality and used other personal accounts from lesbians to create this guide, there are no citations of these accounts but there were originally links to different Tumblr accounts that may have been some of the referenced accounts. (Hess,2021)
As to why this document is so important it's crucial to not underestimate the impact this document has had upon the lesbian community, especially younger lesbians. The document has been shared across several social media platforms and has received countless amounts of praise and support from users who note how much it helped them come to terms with their sexuality in an easy to digest format. (Hess,2021)
Applying this to the question of how heteronormativity specifically compulsory heterosexuality effect lesbian experience does, it’s clear to see that these concepts are still a massive part of lesbian identities, and the master doc is a perfect example of this. It breaks down the lengthy theory of Rich and Rubin for a modern younger audience. Considering how many people have shared their support and own experiences with compulsory heterosexuality, it’s undeniable that these structures still exist and are enforced today. As to what this effect on lesbian experience is, it’s arguably quite negative in the context of these hierarchies making it difficult for lesbians to accept their own identity at all.
There are many more modern examples of how the system of heteronormativity is still affecting the lesbian community and here’s a brief overview of some of these to illustrate this point.
The prejudice that stems from heteronormativity is still an issue, we know this because the entirety of the LGBTQIA community faces stigmatisation for their expressions of sexuality, behaviour relationships and community. (Van der Toorn, Pliskin and Morgenroth, 2020) This is proven by how at least 71 countries still criminalise private, consensual same-sex activity. Of this, at least 43 countries specifically target lesbianism in their laws. This persecution of homosexual people that fall out of a heteronormative binary proves it's still very much a prevalent system today and one that massively affects the whole Queer community, not just lesbians. (Humandignitytrust.org, 2021)
 
Another is the fetishization of lesbian relationships in media and pop culture. The keyway this occurs is through hyper sexualisation of lesbian relationships, which portray them as not being actual meaningful connections but more so for fun. (Gangavkar, 2020) There’s also the criticism that these sorts of relationships do pander to the male gaze because of this excessive sexualisation where lesbians are used as something to ogle at from a voyeuristic perspective. (Gangavkar, 2020) A final big point for this is the idea that men think lesbians can be cured by forcing a heterosexual experience upon them, which has been shown in media such as the Netflix movie ‘Unfreedom’. This idea that lesbian relationships exist to please men is also supported by the adult film industry, where a lot of the sapphic movies reinforce that these relationships exist for men’s sexual gratification. (Gangavkar, 2020) Again this shows how the lesbian experience suffers under the system of heteronormativity, because heterosexuality is the default it’s seen as unthinkable that these relationships can exist for anything other than to please men, rather than being a genuine relationship.
In conclusion, it’s quite clear that the systems that Rubin and Rich identified in their work both historically and currently deeply affect the queer community. For our question that specifically looks at this in the context of lesbians, it’s even more apparent that these concepts deeply and negatively affect the lesbian experience. From heteronormativity causing unfair fetishism and treatment of lesbian women to compulsory heterosexuality making young lesbians doubt and question their identities, these systems have done no good and only harmed their experience overall. 
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