How does heteronormativity, specifically compulsive heterosexuality, impact on lesbian experience?  

The concept of heteronormativity was arguably popularised by theorist Gayle Rubin in her publication “The traffic of women” in 1975. Within this piece, she closely exposed the idea that gender was implicitly tied to compulsive heterosexuality. For her heterosexuality had to be analysed as the focal point for feminist analysis as it was both the cause and effect of the sex/gender system used to both structure and uphold the subordination of women. For much of the 70s, her views were that heterosexuality was inseparable from gender inequality, gender here both referring to identification with a sex and opposite-sex attraction. (Ward, Jane, and Schneider, 2009)
Within the publication of her work “Thinking Sex” (1984-1993) the tone of her views had shifted dramatically. Here she calls for a new body of theorizing on sexuality, one that isn’t counted under the study of gender and sex. Famously a point she argues is that sexual normalcy cuts through many systems of privilege and oppression and regulates all people, while also being at the heart of many issues, even globally. (Ward, Jane, and Schneider, 2009)
So, with heteronormativity being the assumption heterosexuality is the default norm socially and biologically, therefore constructing the idea that non-heterosexual forms are abnormal. Therefore, the excluded forms are open to overt violence or alienation. This idea was not only explored by Rubin but also Adrienne Rich, both women note that a heteronormative system is both oppressive and hierarchical, allowing the privileging of heterosexuals over non-heterosexuals.
Focusing more so on Adrienne Rich and the concept of compulsive heterosexuality, in her essay published in 1980 “Compulsory heterosexuality and lesbian existence” she delves into men’s power over women’s sexuality and how the expectation of heterosexuality furthermore oppresses lesbian women. (Rich, 1980)
 
Her definition of compulsory heterosexuality is a sexuality that is “both forcibly and subliminally imposed upon women”.  (Rich, 1980)
Her defining arguments are notably how heterosexuality has been used as a tool against women to perpetuate inequality. Rich’s argument is based upon Kathleen Gough’s “Origin of Family”, and it’s Rich’s belief that the behaviours in Gough’s work that were described, these being about men’s oppressive power over women, are a direct result of institutionalised heterosexuality.
Rich also draws attention to the fact that lesbian women suffer more under this heteronormative structure, because of their sexuality and gender expression. This is because they had to fall under the typical expression of femininity and being “out” would put their personal safety and possibility of succeeding at a job at risk. (Chaisson, 2021)

From Rich’s work alone it’s clear that the system of compulsive heterosexuality negatively impacts lesbian experiences, as it can lead to women repressing their identity under a system that punishes non-heterosexual identities for falling out of the norm out of fear of repercussions especially as it’s a sexuality that specifically excludes men. It’s a defining factor of their experience, and by breaking down these theorists’ ideas and applying them contextually we can conclusively see the extent of this system on the lesbian community.
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