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This paper presents a feminist examination of heteronormativity and 

the politics of marriage across both same-sex and heterosexual 

relationships. The recognition of same-sex marriages challenges the 

dominant heteronormative discourse that has historically shaped 

marriage as an institution while also inviting a reconsideration of all 

marital relationships. While same-sex marriages between women can 

promote female autonomy and independence, creating spaces for self-

definition outside traditional expectations, progressive heterosexual 

marriages that consciously reject patriarchal dynamics can similarly 

foster equitable partnerships. This paper explores how both same-sex 

and progressive heterosexual marriages can subvert conventional 

gender roles and expectations, creating diverse forms of family and 

kinship that challenge restrictive societal norms. Drawing on the work 

of feminist scholars Adrienne Rich, Monique Wittig, Shulamith 

Firestone, Foacault, and Judith Butler, this analysis considers marriage 

a potential site of conformity and resistance against patriarchal 

structures. By exploring love and commitment across diverse 

relationship configurations, we can celebrate diverse family structures, 

prioritize personal choice, and affirm agency for all individuals, 

regardless of sexual orientation. 
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Marriage is a complex institution shaped by social, cultural, and political forces. Traditionally, it has 

been defined by heteronormative and patriarchal structures, reinforcing gender roles and power 

dynamics. However, marriage also serves as a site for intimacy, love, and personal fulfillment. Feminist 

scholars have long critiqued this institution for perpetuating patriarchal norms and gender inequality. 

The feminist discourse surrounding it highlights how it can both empower and oppress individuals, 

particularly women and LGBTQ+ communities. Both same-sex and progressive heterosexual marriages 

have the potential to challenge heteronormativity and patriarchal structures, offering new possibilities 

for reimagining relationships and identities. Analyzing it through a Feminist Lens allows us to 

understand how power dynamics, gender roles, and sexuality intersect within this institution. This 

exploration also reveals how marriage fosters greater equality, deepens intimacy, and expands personal 

freedom, ultimately reshaping the institution to serve individuals and couples with diverse needs and 

aspirations. Marriage, traditionally seen as a cornerstone for preserving societal values and ensuring 

procreation, is being reevaluated in an era where reproductive technologies like test-tube babies and 

surrogacy offer alternative paths to parenthood. This prompts us to question the institution of marriage, 

particularly when it is without consent. 

Theoretical Framework; Perspectives on Marriage and Heteronormativity   

Heteronormativity refers to the cultural, social, and institutional assumption that heterosexuality is the 

default, normal, or preferred sexual orientation. It implies that heterosexual relationships are the 

standard against all other forms of relationships. Critical analysis of heteronormativity reveals how it 

naturalizes heterosexuality, presenting it as natural and universal while marginalizing non-heterosexual 

identities.  

Ann Oakley's seminal work, 'Sex, Gender, and Society',  pioneered the argument that femininity and 

masculinity are socially constructed. Oakley draws on cross-cultural evidence to say that differences 

between male and female sexuality are products of culture rather than nature". ( A. Oakley, Sex, Gender 

and Society, London: Maurice Temple Smith, 1972, Jackson and Scott, p.40) 

Building on similar themes, Adrienne Rich, further explores, in her  essay in 1980, and introduced the 

concept  of "Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence." She argued that heterosexuality is not 

a natural or innate preference but rather a societal expectation and enforcement that shapes women's 

lives and erases lesbian identities. She opined, "Biologically men have only one innate orientation  a 



        The Academic                                                                                      Volume 3 | Issue 4 | April 2025 

Dr. Renu Pandey                    Page | 681 

sexual one that draws them to women while women have two innate orientations, sexual toward men 

and reproductive toward their young" (Scott (ed.) p.130, A. Rich, Blood, Bread and Poetry, London: 

Virago, 1978.) Furthermore, Adrienne Rich's concept of compulsory heterosexuality highlights how 

deeply it is ingrained in societal structures, laws, and cultural norms, making it the default and expected 

sexual orientation. This institutionalized heterosexuality leads to the marginalization and erasure of 

lesbian identities, experiences, and relationships. 

It reinforces patriarchal power structures, where men hold power over women, and women's bodies and 

desires are regulated, perpetuating a system of oppression that shapes women's lives and limits their 

autonomy. The concept of compulsory heterosexuality remains strikingly relevant today, as 

heteronormative assumptions and expectations continue to shape societal attitudes and institutions, 

despite progress in LGBTQ+ rights. Moreover, compulsory heterosexuality intersects with other forms 

of oppression, such as racism, classism, and ableism, compounding the marginalization of already 

vulnerable groups and demonstrating the need for continued activism and advocacy.  

In the same series, another great scholar, Monique Wittig, gave the concept of the "Heterosexual 

Contract." It reveals how heterosexuality serves as a material foundation for gender, controlling 

women's bodies and perpetuating their subjugation. She has argued that the institution of marriage, 

rooted in this contract, has historically reduced women to men's property, forced them into unpaid 

domestic labor, and made them sexually available to men. This division of labor underlies the 

construction of gender, creating distinct relationships to property and economic power. While discussing 

the heterosexual contract and materialist feminism, she opines in her essay "The Category of Sex," as 

mentioned in the article "One Is Not Born A Woman: Remembering Monique Wittig's Feminism." that 

"Our fight aims to suppress men as a class, not through a genocidal, but a political struggle. Once the 

class 'men' disappears, 'women' as a class will disappear as well." In this context, she argues that 

women's liberation requires abolishing the conditions that produce womanhood. This perspective is part 

of her broader theory on gender as a class relationship, where she emphasizes the need to deconstruct the 

concept of womanhood and challenge the ideology of sexual difference that justifies women's 

oppression. "In Britain and Europe, as in North America, the idea of lesbianism as a political choice 

provoked heated argument within the women's movement. This article was central to the development of 

this debate in France. Monique  Wittig argues that the categories of women and men are the products of 

gender hierarchy institutionalized as heterosexuality. Lesbians, living outside the heterosexual contract, 
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are fugitives from patriarchal domination and are therefore not women." (Scott, p,149, M. Wittig, 

Feminist Issues, Hemel Hempstead. Harvester Wheatsheaf, , 1992) 

Wittig's work challenges traditional notions of universalism and highlights the need to deconstruct the 

heterosexual framework that underpins societal and linguistic structures. Her ideas have influenced 

feminist and queer theory with thinkers like Judith Butler. However, drawing on her work in ‘Gender 

Trouble’, Butler critiques Wittig's reliance on universalism, arguing that it presupposes a pre-discursive, 

humanist subject. However, her ideas remain highly relevant in contemporary debates about queer 

theory and identity politics, continuing to influence feminist and queer theory, particularly in the study 

of the social construction of sex categories and the heterosexual contract's impact on society. 

Judith Butler, one of the key theorists in this area, has developed some of her ideas by reworking 

Monique Wittig's arguments. She deconstructs not only the categories of women and men but also the 

bipolarity of heterosexuality and homosexuality. Here, she suggests that while it may sometimes be 

strategically necessary to speak as a lesbian, such identities have no absolute existence". (Scott (ed.), 

p.169, J. Butter (1991), 'Imitation and gender insubordination,') In the same vein, Foucault's work ‘The 

History of Sexuality’ critically examines and presents a theory of power and its relation to the body, 

which feminists have used to explain aspects of women's oppression. Foucault's idea that sexuality is not 

an innate or natural quality of the body but rather the effect of historically specific power relations has 

provided feminists with a practical analytical framework to explain how women's experience is 

impoverished and controlled within specific culturally determined images of feminine sexuality. 

Furthermore, the idea is that the body is projected through the power. Therefore, it is a cultural rather 

than a natural entity has significantly contributed to the feminist critique of essentialism".( Lois McNay, 

Foucault, and Feminism, p.3). Sexuality is an innate capacity that emerges within individuals rather than 

being externally imposed (Foucault, 1978; Reiss, 1986; Weeks, 1985, 1986). “While social norms and 

cultural scripts shape its expression, they don't create sexuality itself. Instead, cultures influence the 

manifestation of sexuality through norms, beliefs, values, and behaviors that govern its discourse and 

regulation”. (Reiss, 1986, Stephen L. Goettsch pp.249-255)  

Another prominent radical feminist contributing to this discourse is Shulamith Firestone, a prominent 

second-wave feminist who viewed marriage as a deeply problematic institution rooted in patriarchal 

power structures. She argued that marriage reinforces male dominance and perpetuates the oppression of 
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women by creating psychological dependence and perpetuating traditional gender roles. Her analysis 

extended beyond the personal to the political, arguing that marriage is not simply a matter of individual 

relationships but a class struggle. Shulamith Firestone argued in her book, The Dialectics of Sex, ‘Love 

is essentially a much simpler phenomenon; it becomes complicated, corrupted, or obstructed by an 

unequal balance of power.’ 

Discussions  

Same-Sex Marriage: Challenges to Heteronormativity 

Same-sex marriage poses a significant challenge to heteronormativity, disrupting dominant narratives 

and normative assumptions that have long been entrenched in society (Butler, 1990). Through visibility 

politics and societal recognition, same-sex couples are bringing attention to the diversity of human 

relationships, forcing a reevaluation of traditional norms (Seidman, 2002). The legal struggles for 

recognizing same-sex marriage also hold cultural significance, reflecting broader societal shifts towards 

greater inclusivity and acceptance (Chauncey, 2004). Furthermore, same-sex relationships, particularly 

between women, offer a unique lens through which to explore female autonomy outside patriarchal 

frameworks (Wittig, 1992). In these relationships, dynamics often diverge from traditional gender roles, 

allowing for economic independence, unique resource-sharing patterns, and identity formation 

unconstrained by societal expectations. Additionally, same-sex couples frequently build strong 

community support networks, further solidifying their sense of identity and autonomy (Weeks et al., 

2001). By challenging heteronormative standards, same-sex marriage not only advances legal and social 

equality but also enriches our understanding of relationship diversity and personal freedom. 

Progressive Heterosexual Marriage: Reforming from Within 

Progressive heterosexual marriage involves a conscious rejection of patriarchal dynamics, striving to 

create egalitarian partnerships that challenge traditional power structures (Giddens, 1992). Couples 

achieve this through shared decision-making, open communication, and mutual respect, actively 

resisting gender hierarchies. By redefining masculinity and femininity, couples can challenge gender 

expectations and adopt more inclusive approaches to household labor, financial management, and 

parenting (Risman, 1998). In progressive heterosexual marriages, couples prioritize communication 
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patterns that promote equality and understanding, recognizing the importance of emotional labor and 

mutual support. By doing so, they create relationships that are more resilient and fulfilling. 

Furthermore, these couples often engage in everyday resistance, challenging societal norms and 

expectations through their daily choices and practices (James C. Scott, 1985). The evolution of 

heterosexual marriage toward greater equality not only strengthens individual relationships but also 

reflects and drives broader societal shifts in how we approach love and intimacy 

Beyond binary frameworks 

Non-binary and transgender individuals are pushing beyond traditional binary frameworks, redefining 

marriage and challenging societal norms to gain recognition for their relationships. This shift is 

disrupting conventional notions of partnership and intimacy. The growing visibility of alternative 

models like polyamory and relationship anarchy also expands our understanding of love, commitment, 

and relationship diversity.  

Comparative perspective 

Research shows that couples in same-sex marriages tend to share household tasks more evenly, leading 

to higher relationship satisfaction and perceived equality (Solomon et al., 2005). In contrast, traditional 

heterosexual marriages tend to have a more rigid division of labor, with women typically taking on a 

larger share of domestic responsibilities. 

Alternative models of family and kinship also challenge traditional notions of marriage and family. 

Diverse parenting configurations, such as co-parenting arrangements and chosen families, offer new 

possibilities for childcare and support (Patterson, 2013). Extended kinship networks and chosen families 

provide emotional and practical support, highlighting the importance of social connections in building 

resilient relationships (Weston, 1991). Legal and social recognition of diverse family structures is 

crucial for promoting equality and supporting the well-being of all families. By acknowledging and 

valuing diverse relationship forms, we can work towards creating a more inclusive and equitable society.  

Building a better society requires embracing diverse relationships and prioritizing equality and mutual 

respect. Both same-sex and progressive heterosexual marriages play a vital role as long as they are 

founded on personal choice and a commitment to equal partnership. By shifting the focus from power 



        The Academic                                                                                      Volume 3 | Issue 4 | April 2025 

Dr. Renu Pandey                    Page | 685 

dynamics to collaborative love, we can foster healthier, more fulfilling relationships that value 

emotional support, shared decision-making, and mutual growth. 

Conclusion  

A feminist critique of heteronormativity reveals how the institution of marriage reinforces patriarchal 

power dynamics, perpetuating the subjugation of women and marginalization of non-normative 

relationships (Wittig, 1992). Heteronormativity assumes a binary understanding of sex and gender, 

enforcing rigid roles and expectations within Marriage (Butler, 1990). Feminist scholars argue that 

marriage has historically served as a tool of social control, regulating women's bodies, labor, and 

sexuality (Pateman, 1988). By challenging heteronormative assumptions, feminists aim to dismantle the 

power structures that maintain inequality and promote more inclusive, equitable forms of relationships. 

The discussion around heteronormative and homosexual relations highlights the importance of critiquing 

and respecting diverse relationship choices. This involves challenging traditional power dynamics and 

embracing a radical vision of love that values diversity and individual autonomy, ultimately fostering a 

society where all love and relationships are acknowledged and valued.  

In the AI era, feminists are expanding their focus to emotions, training themselves to manage thoughts 

and sentiments, and practicing generosity. Recognizing patriarchy as a power dynamic with unequal 

hierarchies, they are working to deconstruct it. This involves teaching boys politeness and domestic 

responsibility and dismantling traditional gender roles. Women are shifting from meeting societal, male, 

and familial expectations to demanding equal contributions from both partners in marriage and family 

life. By promoting mutual responsibility and cooperation, they are redefining the institution of marriage 

and its role in society. By recognizing the complexities of human relationships, we can work towards 

further democratizing intimate relationships and promoting inclusivity and equity. Marriage and family 

are evolving today, where technological advancements like IVF and artificial companions are redefining 

traditional relationships and fulfilling emotional, psychological, and physical needs in new ways. 
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