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Introduction

Heterosexuality is both pervasive and normative in the current sociocultural
milieu. Due to its privileged societal status, heterosexuality is also (ironically)
quite elusive. Within the social science literature, heterosexuality is gener-
ally defined as a sexual or relational identity (belonging to individuals or
groups) and also as a social institution (which structures daily life). Histor-
ically, heterosexuality has largely been ignored in psychological theory and
research as a topic of, or for, analysis. Psychological theory has assumed
that heterosexuality is a ‘given’ and ‘normal’, and focused its research on
sexualities that sit outside this supposed norm (e.g. homosexuality, lesbianism).
Such research has functioned to further normalise heterosexuality, while
pathologising other ways of being sexual, without taking into account the
historical conditions that have produced heterosexuality as the ‘norm’. Psy-
chological research on heterosexual men and women has typically been carried
out in a completely taken-for-granted manner, with heterosexuality being over-
looked as a category of analysis and as a factor contributing to individual
psychologies and behaviours.

In this chapter, a brief history of the lack of psychological work on
heterosexuality is initially provided, followed by a comprehensive review of
the literature in the area of psychology (drawing also on materials from disci-
plines such as sociology, gender studies, history, and biology). Next, the current
debates in the field of psychology when it comes to theorising heterosexuality
are covered. This discussion encompasses mainstream and critical approaches
to understanding heterosexuality and delves into biological and social explana-
tions. Implications of these approaches are then discussed in terms of their
applicability to the wider world (e.g. social context, daily lives, daily prac-
tices, and social and relational identities/desires). Lastly, future directions for
research are highlighted, with an emphasis on approaches that (among other
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factors) take into consideration the social context for shaping something like
‘heterosexuality’.

History

Historically, heterosexuality as an object of analysis, in its own right, has not
been on psychology’s radar. There is a lack of research and theorising when it
comes to heterosexuality (as an institution, a sexual or relational identity, or
an everyday practice), within the history of psychology. Heterosexuality has
typically been approached as a natural ‘given’ and therefore largely escaped
analysis. What have been extensively investigated are non-heterosexualities,
which ostensibly violate the heterosexual norm. For example, homosexuality
remained in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders until 1973
(see Riggs, Gay Men, this volume), indicating that it was firmly grounded as
a non-normative and pathological sexual orientation, even into the latter part
of the twentieth century. Heterosexuality has typically entered psychological
discourse only when describing the ‘other’ (e.g. in psychological research com-
paring ‘homosexuals’ and ‘heterosexuals’); however, the term ‘heterosexuality’,
the idea of heterosexuality, and related heterosexual constructs, do have a
history, even if this is outside psychology.

History of the term ‘heterosexuality’

The term ‘heterosexuality’ was first used in the late 1800s, with varying
meanings. For example, James G. Kiernan used the term ‘heterosexual’ in
1892 to denote anything but normality (Katz, 2007), and the term ‘het-
erosexual’ was used to signal varied ‘feelings’ for both sexes by an indi-
vidual (what we might refer to as bisexuality today). This tendency was
described as a perversion and associated with a psychological condition called
‘psychical hermaphroditism’ (Katz, 2007, p. 20). The well-known sexologist
Richard von Krafft-Ebing used the term ‘heterosexuality’ in Psychopathia sexualis
(1886) quite differently. For him, heterosexuality signified a procreative, sex-
differentiated, and erotic ‘sexual instinct’ that did not necessarily always have
procreation at the fore, but was instinctually driven by it. Heterosexuality, in
this context, was sex with the ‘opposite sex’, and (confusingly) was a ‘nor-
mal’ sex that was still associated with fetishism and non-procreative perversion
(Katz, 2007).

Reproduction was so tightly bound with sex for so many centuries that to
have sex for pleasure was considered lustful, if not always sinful. In this period,
heterosexuality was not deemed normal but seen as a perversion: an idea that
lasted until the 1920s (Katz, 2007), when heterosexuality came to occupy a
different meaning of being a normal sexuality that involved sex with someone
of the ‘opposite sex’, without any ties to reproduction.
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Creating the heterosexual

While Krafft-Ebing saw heterosexuality as tied up with the reproductive instinct
(although not only about reproduction), it was Sigmund Freud (2000 [1905])
who popularised the idea that heterosexuality was biologically determined and
that people had an internal sexual libido from infancy. Freud was one of the
first in modernity to theorise that sex was pleasure-driven, developmental, and
intra-psychic, rather than merely about procreation. He also firmly positioned
his ideas as scientific versus morally bound or religious. His thoughts were
tied to, reflected, and partly created the shift from the later-Victorian procre-
ation ethic to the modern ‘pleasure principle’ (Katz, 2007). In a context where
same-sex sexuality was increasingly pathologised and male-female relations
normalised, Freud initiated a discussion of heterosexuality and homosexuality
as based on feelings versus sexual acts. This indicated a shift from acts of pro-
creation (and non-procreation) to emotions that dictated erotic drive, instinct,
desire, and love, which has become a modern-day norm (Katz, 2007).

One of the most important ideas Freud relayed was that sexuality developed
in stages and that both heterosexuality and homosexuality could be the out-
come of such development (even though heterosexuality was the preferred and
‘normal’ path). Through the 1920s and 1930s, the concept of heterosexuality
entered public consciousness in the West, and by World War II heterosexuality
was solidified in the sexual landscape (Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Katz, 2007), in a
way which was very much predicated on a two-sex binary model of masculinity
and femininity (Fausto-Sterling, 2000).

Early theorising of (hetero)sexuality

Freud and Krafft-Ebing (and another of their contemporaries, Havelock Ellis,
1859-1939) saw heterosexuality as the norm and homosexuality as the
‘inversion’ of this. Therefore, heterosexuality was good and normal, whereas
homosexuality was abnormal and bad: a division which would come to dom-
inate twentieth-century visions of sexuality (Katz, 2007). Having a differing
sexual orientation according to whether you were male or female was seen
as part of an individual’s overall sex role identity development. Here, attrac-
tion towards women was associated with a masculine identity and attraction
towards men with a feminine identity (Storms, 1980). According to Freud
(1959 [1922]), an unresolved Oedipal complex would compel a boy to iden-
tify with his mother sexually and to “transform himself into her” (p. 40) and
become feminine ~ in that he would be attracted to males; whereas unresolved
penis envy would lead a girl to “manifest homosexuality and exhibit markedly
masculine traits” (p. 50).

Freud’s binary model of sexuality was addressed by Alfred Kinsey in the mid-
twentieth century when Kinsey and his colleagues examined a wide range of
sexual behaviours within the United States (Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953). Based on
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these observations, Kinsey devised a heterosexuality/homosexuality rating scale
with exclusively heterosexual at one end and exclusively same-sex attracted
(what Kinsey called homosexual) at the other. It was Kinsey's assertion that,
although most individuals reported being heterosexual and a minority reported
being gay, almost all reported feelings, thoughts, or behaviours that were
somewhere in between. Kinsey (1953) critiqued the notion that “behaviour is
either normal or abnormal, socially acceptable or unacceptable, heterosexual
or homosexual [sic]” as “many persons do not want to believe that there are
gradations in these matters from one to the other extreme” (p. 639). Kinsey
saw erotic orientation as shaping sexual orientation based on an individually
learned erotic responsiveness to either men or women (Kinsey et al., 1948,
1953; see also Bowes-Catton & Hayfield, Bisexuality, this volume).

Kinsey's model was revised to a two-dimensional model in the 1970s under
the assumption that heterosexuality and homosexuality could be “separate,
orthogonal erotic dimensions rather than opposite extremes of a single, bipo-
lar dimension” (Storms, 1980, p. 785). This theory argued that individuals can
have independent homoerotic or heteroerotic orientations, rather than a uni-
dimensional model in which it is an either/or situation (Storms, 1978, 1980).
Therefore, in this model, one may be highly attracted to men and women, or
not feel great attraction to men or women, with one orientation or attraction
not affecting the other. The preference for this interpretation can be contextu-
alised in terms of the gay rights movements, which closely followed Kinsey’s
work in terms of chronology. Such groups were invested in positioning them-
selves as a separate category from heterosexuals but as deserving of equal rights
(Bernstein, 2002).

In the 1970s, postmodern theories of sexuality departed from the view that
sexuality was inborn, natural, and inevitable. Sexual script theory asserted
that sexuality was shaped by already available and socially produced sexual
scripts on which people could draw on, to make sense of and enact their sex-
uality (Byrne, 1977; Gagnon & Simon, 1973). Foucault’s (1978) revolutionary
work on the history of sexuality was seminal in future thinking on the social
construction of heterosexuality. It asserted that sexuality was not an inter-
nal biological drive (or libido) but a product of complex power systems that
produced particular ways of being sexual (with some versions privileged over
others).

Second-wave feminist critiques of heterosexuality

The first historic break (in modernity) from the assumption of heterosexuality
as normal and biologically determined came from second-wave feminists
within the West. Betty Friedan (1963) was one of the first to note that
heterosexuality did not seem to treat men and women equally, but heavily
disadvantaged women. Others explicitly critiqued male supremacy under patri-
archy and the heterosexual ‘caste system’ wherein women were positioned as
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inferior to men (Millett, 1970). Biological sex was increasingly differentiated
from culturally mediated gender, which was identified as a psychological and
cultural construct that was mainly transmitted via socialisation (Oakley, 1972;
Wittig, 1993); where femininity (and women) were subordinate to men (and
masculinity) (Millet, 1970). Gayle Rubin (1975) coined the term ‘sex/gender
system’ to denote the obligatory heterosexuality which positioned men and
women in different ways: “the set of arrangements by which a society trans-
forms biological sexuality into products of human activity, and in which these
transformed sexual needs are satisfied” (p. 159). From this perspective, women
and men were ascribed differing gender roles that supported a heterosexual
system, under patriarchy, which subjugated women and benefited men.

The ideclogy of heterosexuality was theorised to promote a heterosexual
hegemony (based on Gramsci's work) that limited the possibility for alternative
ways of being (Small, 1975). Heterosexuality started being theorised by femi-
nists as not being given or inborn, but as part of a social system that required
urgent analysis and critique (Wittig, 1992). Much like the pre-1900s distinction
between heterosexuality and homosexuality, Wittig noted that “straight society
is based on the necessity of the different/other” (1992, pp. 28-29). This flourish-
ing feminist work focused specifically on heterosexuality as an institution and
sought to problematise the taken-for-granted nature by which heterosexuality
was normalised. It was theorised that heterosexuality was problematic due to its
integral ties to patriarchal social and economic systems, and that this system,
and participation in heterosexuality, greatly disadvantaged women.

The most explicit critical analysis of heterosexuality came in 1980 with the
work of Adrienne Rich (1929-2012), who highlighted the pressure on women
to be heterosexual. She argued that women were not born heterosexual, nor
did they freely choose to become heterosexual, but that they were coerced into
heterosexuality by a social system that required ‘compulsory heterosexuality’
from them. Rich (1980), like others, criticised biological approaches to under-
standing heterosexuality, asserting that this ‘sexual orientation’ was not innate
or predetermined, but socially and culturally produced as naturalised.

Such interrogations of heterosexuality by feminist theorists, combined with
postmodern theories of sexuality, paved the way for contemporary critical
research and theorising regarding heterosexuality. Much of mainstream psy-
chological research has largely ignored such interrogations of heterosexuality
and tends to hold more biological, essentialist views, or models that combine a
biological and a developmental/social approach (Barker, 2007).

Key theory and research

Given the history of feminist and other discussions about heterosexuality,
it is surprising that in the majority of social science literature it is rare for
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heterosexuality to be acknowledged, and even more so for it to be criticised
(Richardson, 1996, 2004). As Seidman (2005) has noted, the impact of the
“regimes of normative heterosexuality” on heterosexuality have largely been
ignored (p. 40). Even within some critical and queer theorising, analysis of
heterosexuality has focused typically on the regulation of homosexuality or
the necessity of homosexuality to give heterosexuality meaning rather than
explicitly theorising heterosexuality (Weeks, 1996). The only work that has
been conducted about what heterosexuality is, or means, has emerged from
other critical and feminist perspectives (within and outside psychology). Femi-
nist psychology in particular has devoted scholarly attention to examining the
nature and manifestations of heterosexuality as an institution, as a sexual and
relational identity, and as an everyday practice. Other mainstream approaches
to psychology tend to only examine heterosexuality in the context of its sexual
‘others’ that ostensibly defy the heterosexual norm (Richardson, 1996).

Theorising heterosexuality

The second-wave feminist critique of heterosexuality has led to in-depth the-
orising around the institution of heterosexuality in the contemporary context
by some critical and feminist work. Building on the work of Rich (1980) and
others (e.g. de Beauvoir, 1953 {1949]; Millett, 1970; Oakley, 1972; Rubin, 1975),
feminist scholars have argued that heterosexuality needs greater analytic atten-
tion within psychology (Kitzinger et al., 1992; Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 1993)
to remedy the heterocentrism evident in the discipline, even among feminists
(Kitzinger, 1994). Those in disciplines such as sociology have also given ana-
lytic attention to the topic (Herek, 1998; Ingraham, 2008, 2005; Jackson, 1995a,
1995b, 1996, 1999; Richardson, 1996).

Contemporary work has also critiqued the myth that heterosexuality is
a given, natural, and biologically determined (Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1993;
Seidman, 2010; Tiefer, 2004). What gives heterosexuality its power and priv-
ilege is the taken-for-granted idea that it is a natural occurrence based upon
biological sex, as well as its links to procreation (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009).
Heterosexuality has been theorised as a privileged and invisible category,
akin to being white, able-bodied, and middle-class (Braun, 2000; Jackson,
2006), unless in the presence of the ‘other’ (non-heterosexuals) (Butler, 1990).
Heterosexuality is an institution which one does not see, and we, as social
actors, participate in an unacknowledged heterosexual world (Ingraham, 2005).
For example, no one has to come out as ‘heterosexual’ - the only time one's
sexuality or sexual orientation is made relevant is when it deviates from the
norm (of heterosexuality). To be heterosexual is to be privileged over other
sexualities, as heterosexuality does not require ‘accounting for’ in the way other
sexualities/sexual orientations do. In addition, although heterosexuality is not
a monolithic entity, most heterosexuals do not typically experience some of the
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daily difficulties or prejudice, that people of other non-heterosexualities might,
for violating deeply entrenched norms and social values about how social and
sexual relations should manifest.

Heteronormativity

The normative function of heterosexuality within daily life has been termed
heteronormativity (a term coined by Warner, 1991). As the successor to Rich's
(1980) concept of compulsory heterosexuality, heteronormativity refers to the
“suite of cultural, legal, and institutional practices that maintain normative
assumptions that there are: only two genders, that gender reflects biological
sex and that only sexual attraction between these ‘opposite’ genders is natural
or acceptable” (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009, p. 441). Heteronormativity struc-
tures social beliefs, organisations, policies, and institutional practices (Hubbard,
2008; Seidman, 2009), as well as extending to the mundane everyday ways
that heterosexuality is privileged and taken-for-granted as normal and natu-
ral (Martin, 2009). Heteronormativity regulates those within and outside it
{Jackson, 2006), holding a cultural hegemony that reproduces the heterosexual/
gay binary and positions gay as its subordinate, at the same time as it
institutionalises heterosexuality as the norm (Hubbard, 2008).

Linked to heteronormativity is the concept of heterosexism (Kitzinger &
Perkins, 1993), which promotes “heterosexuality as the sole, legitimate expres-
sion of sexuality and affection” (Bohan, 1996, p. 39). Heterosexism occurs
at different levels - the everyday and the structural. Everyday heterosexism
denotes daily practices by which assumptions of heterosexuality govern the
thought and actions of individuals (Braun, 2000). For example, research has
documented how heterosexist assumptions reproduce heteronormativity in
after-hours medical calls (Kitzinger, 2005) as well as the depictions we see
on anniversary greeting cards (Clarke et al., 2010). Structural or cultural
heterosexism “includes the tacit communication of these ideas via soci-
ety’s norms, institutions, laws, cultural forms, and even scientific practices”
(Bohan, 1996, p. 39). Heterosexist assumptions not only marginalise those
who are non-heterosexual, in a number of ways, but perpetuate and maintain
heterosexuality as the norm.

Researching heteronormativity

Based on such theorising and insights, a string of research has examined how
heterosexuality is naturalised and organised institutionally (Ingraham, 1996),
via social and cultural practices and representations (Ingraham, 2008) and in
the mundane everyday (Martin, 2009). These investigations are based on the
assertion that heteronormativity structures daily life on many levels, above and
beyond sexuality and sexual attraction (Jackson, 2011). On a structural level,
there are numerous policies and government-sanctioned activities that protect
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and promote heterosexuality, such as legal benefits for marzied couples, mar-
riage promotion workshops (Heath, 2009), tax breaks for families with children,
and other social and economic policies that protect monogamous, lifelong, and
procreative relations between men and women.

The knowledge that is produced via scientific research and taught at
schools and universities tends to perpetuate heteronormative assumptions.
University textbooks have been analysed for the way they enact institu-
tional heterosexual hegemony (often in their depiction/representation of the
other/gay) (Barker, 2007; Phillips, 1991). Phillips (1991) identified how intro-
ductory sociological texts from the 1940s to the 1980s moved from depicting
heterosexist ideas in blatant ways (homosexuality as deviance) to more subtle
ways, with homosexuality as inadequate/inaccurate and heterosexuality as the
norm (Phillips, 1991). Similar depictions have occurred in psychology texts -
although psychology texts tend to draw on more reductionist and biologi-
cal approaches to sexuality. Introductory psychology texts in the 1980s either
excluded Lesbian/Gay psychology or depicted it in chapters covering abnormal
psychology or psychopathology (King, 1988). Research on textbooks post-2000
indicated that there have been improvements in the way that lesbian and gay
heterosexualities are presented (Barker, 2007), but there tended to be excessive
focus on the origins of homosexuality, and discussion about intimate relation-
ships and sexuality across this lifespan were largely heteronormative (Barker,
2007). Barker (2007) also noted how discussions of sexual orientation were
based on biological essentialism, as fixed and dichotomous (with topics such
as bisexuality rarely covered adequately). Men and women were portrayed as
‘opposites’ and there was a lack of discussion when it came to sex/gender
diversity outside pathologising language that drew on the two-gender model.
Classrooms have also been identified as heterosexist, with challenges to this
heterosexism attracting great opposition from students and creating concerns
regarding job security for instructors (Eyre, 1993).

Beyond the structural, heteronormativity is actively (re)produced in social
and cultural contexts (Cameron & Kulick, 2003). This includes representa-
tional norms and tropes within the media (Farvid & Braun, 2006, 2013,
2014; Gill, 2008, 2009; Kolehmainen, 2012) that promote heterosexuality
and the heterosexual couple as the idealised norm (Dean, 2011). There are
muititudes of organised and ritualistic practices, such as weddings, baby
showers, hen/stag dos, high school balls/proms, and dating, that are nor-
malised within heteronormativity (Dean, 2011; Ingraham, 2008). Even with
the increasingly common and visible diverse family structures, such as adopted,
gay/lesbian/bisexual, surrogates, step-families, blended families, and extended
families, “only a [...] specific order based on the heterosexual couple and the
nuclear family around it continues to be {...] privileged and naturalised” (Rossi,
2011, p. 19).
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