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In recent years, more and more people have
chosen gender-neutral terms like “queer”
gay to indicate their non-normative genpower

mechanisms

of

normative

good reasons for this development, the loss
ism both within and beyond queer com-

to describe themselves and others. As

possibility of a strategic use of the term lesbian that avoids the pitfalls of essentialism and gender-normativity, while still
retaining its critical potential.

-

slur, was reclaimed as both a political and
a theoretical term in the context of the

parts of the world. In her introduction to

-

which dramatise incoherencies in the
and high school students in California in
chromosomal sex, gender and sexual
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the original) concurs with this assess-

pansexual (open to sexual relationships
with people of all genders, including but
not limited to male and female) being
to oscillate between the two uses of

identities are irrelevant to contempo-

people in California, it is nonetheless
dent input during the pre-test phase that
-

good reasons for their rejection of the
-

-

some students who felt that the term

normative gender performance [than

their peers to merit explicit inclusion in

-

in each of these areas. […] Others saw
-

adults on college campuses in Califor-

practices including bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, sad-

lesbian movement in North America,
which has been called out on its racism and classism (cf. Combahee River
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(translation: KL). I argue that the critical
its transphobia (cf. Stone 1991). More
has been criticized for its assimilation-

It is important to emphasize that I am
not advocating an essentialist or gender-

-

-

would not want to be associated with a
term that calls up these problematic and
oppressive connotations and histories.

Shane Phelan’s (1989: 63) pronounceunderstood […] A lesbian, to most English-speakers, is a woman who engages
ment I would like to insist that lesbians

I suggest, however, that the wholesale

term that makes it possible to address
of choosing this label for themselves, at
in their lives in general as well as in
not mean that all lesbians unproblem– whether we grew up as women or as
men, whether we are intersex, cisgendered, or transgendered, whether we live
in a monogamous, straight relationship

date people who do the same, and gen-

people of various genders – it becomes
gists like Magnus Hirschfeld and Havelives. As Engel (2002: 44) reminds us,
sis of androcentrism and phallocentrism
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also describes butch/femme culture (a
subculture in which more masculine lesbians (butches) and more feminine lesbians (femmes) date each other) as the

lesbian channels and venues apart from
mainstream comics and which, therewindow into the hopes, fears, and

culture. And Judith Halberstam’s (1998)

butch/femme, anti-transgender strand
of lesbian feminism as expressed in the
work of people like Andrea Dworkin,

prominent place within lesbian culture
in the U.S. and is well positioned as an
tial of strategic lesbianism.

-

that have sustained themselves over time,
it is literature that continues to be a proidentities are constructed and deconsexism. I will perform a close reading
head Paisan. Homicidal Lesbian Terror-

minate complex gender negotiations.

indeed a viable subject position. Along
with other comic artists such as Alison
DiMassa is one of the most well known

-

which I use to demonstrate that Hothead
Paisan, the central character of the comic
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mance of femaleness that exposes her to
relentless sexism, which in turn makes

characteristics. Hale’s characteristics
what it means to be a woman; instead,
ing femaleness and of reading someone

which she is subjected.
tioned as a woman, Hothead Paisan
Even though Hothead Paisan is unampation considered to be acceptable for

transgender studies scholar Jacob Hale

has no occupation at all. Neither can it
suits […] considered to be acceptable for

conceived of in the dominant culture of

phobic men, when she is not watch-

these characteristics are in and of them-

friends.
It is also more than dubitable that Hot-

weighted so that it becomes possible to

but instead dreams of a world where

might not be seen as a woman even

Ausgabe 1 | 2013 | Seite 35

when she is addressed with the male sigin between – and gender would lose
dream world literalizes Engel’s (2002: 11)
-

that work together to produce the gen-

practice, nor can relations of desire be
hierarchical order of gender and heterosexualized desire is based on the norm of
-

Hothead exhibits behavior that she her-

head knows that, in the absence of the
ophobia would lose their power over

in extreme violence, even rape, demonstrates callousness towards her victims,
and experiences a total lack of guilt. In

woman, she longs for a world in which it

she would be if she had been born with
-

istics, which Hale (1996: 110, emphasis
mine) groups together under the rubric
usual self looks at the reader, but we also
cues’ that work together to produce the
with whom one interacts […] unam-

insight that her behavior is much closer

with whom one interacts ever thinking about making this gender assign-

DiMassa makes full use of the visual

gender-neutral and she does not object

comics to show that Hothead also fails
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-

through such markers as high-heels and
breasts and hips. In contrast to Hot-

presentation the elements of which work
together to produce the gender assign-

of straight women serves as a visual criself-presentation includes such elements
Hothead, are measured against.
fore encompasses both characteristics of

-

harder to change and presentations of
less at will.
ish, the straight woman has an hour-

(cf. for example: DiMassa 1999: 131 and
less shirt. Sometimes she wears a leather
jacket. Her nails are short, her hair is

whereas Hothead takes on a challenging
posture with her legs far apart and her
hands on her hips, the straight woman
has her legs closed and turns that pose
-

make-up and does not shave her legs
of the comic, straight women in contrast

a paper doll with a paper bag over her
head seems to stand on solid ground in
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ent love interest in the comic, Daphne, is

other hand, stands on her own two feet,
apart from the heterosexual matrix (cf.

(DiMassa 1999: 312). Since it is never
revealed from what to what Daphne
transitions and since she also never
transition, Daphne further complicates

-

(Phelan 1989: 63, see above). Instead of

(1992: 20, italics in the original) famous

sex with a person who is neither male
nor female and whose gender is best

vitude, a relation which implies personal
nomic obligation […] a relation which

Hothead’s independence from men does
indeed seem to indicate an escape from

is tenuous at best and challenges essentialist and identitarian accounts of what
it means to position oneself as female
and/or lesbian. In fact, it seems as if
Hothead’s desire for a gender-ambiguous world as well as her relationship
more than lesbian in the sense that her

strategic lesbianism
-

Ausgabe 1 | 2013 | Seite 38

sexist and homophobic world because

characteristics and gives no clues with
regard to four more of them (having to
do with reproductive organs, hormones,
chromosomes, and gendered life his-

no penis is enough to place her as female

the sexist advertisements in the street.

public. One panel in particular (DiMassa
tion between being placed as a woman
and becoming a target of sexism: Hothead is shown with a women’s sign on
her chest, the upper part of which looks

her. And the world does not approve of
what it sees. Read as a woman who does

she is made to bear the brunt of what

ders, demonstrating that her perceived
femaleness positions her as a target and
a potential victim of sexist violence.
Here it becomes clear that the comic

keep people straight, to keep women
from being bad girls, and to keep people

in mainstream U.S. culture: on TV, on
billboards, in the feminine aisle in the
supermarket. Positioned as a gender non-

ship with a man. Hothead would love to
rization as female, but the sexist world

people on TV reach into her living room

woman, nor do her breasts and lack of

emphasis in the original), Hothead also
-
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lishes a tie between Hothead and the
-

describe Hothead’s subject-position
would violate Engel’s (2002) criterion
of dehierarchization, which is sup-

and therefore work to dismantle the
sible for her to lead a non-gendered life
under conditions of sexism, it would be
an expression of wishful thinking and

Hothead’s strategic lesbianism is akin
rightful avenger in order to point out
-

-

-

a universal characteristics but something relevant here and now, something

of her position is less concerned with
social recognition, it seems to me that
resistance against hegemonic power
is also impossible without a politics of
names. It is not enough for this politics
of names, however, to create new names
the heterosexual matrix (as Pulkkinen
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seems to imagine); it also needs to retain
old names to make strategic use of their
critical potential.
It is important to emphasize that, in the
tradition of women of color feminism
stand strategic lesbianism less as an
one is and who one desires, but more as
-

Hothead distances herself from some
forms of essentialist lesbian feminism

read Hothead’s strategic lesbianism as a
-

set of social relations that point to the
possible critical emergence within that
Cherríe Moraga (2000) echoes this use of

oppositional ideological tactic if read-

she uses her lesbian subject position to
bia of the Chicano nationalist movement. For her, naming herself a lesbian
is more political than using the term

enough grace to recognize alliance with
relations and race, gender, sex, class, and
social justice, when these other readings of power call for alternative oppo-

is named and that feminism does not
based on an essentialist understanding
of herself and her partners as unprob-

ble tactics that can be used to dismantle the heterosexual matrix and other
forms of oppression. However, given the
prevalence of sexism in Hothead’s life as
-
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strategic lesbianism as a crucial tactic in

Given its focus on both homophobia and
sexism, strategic lesbianism is one step

Lesbian as “‘queer’ on a perhaps
smaller scale”

it is important to note that even though
though issues of race and class are not
tegic lesbianism should not be construed
as a white, middle-class tactic. As the
above example of Moraga’s work demonstrates, strategic lesbianism can be

– in order to mount a critical challenge

I would like to contest the perception
ophobia. However, strategic lesbianism
ple of color are named, it doesn’t ensure
that working-class people are named,
or poor people are named – it doesn’t
2000: 69). And, as both Ferguson and
Moraga (cf. 2000) emphasize, it is of
the utmost importance that these (and
other) subject positions are named and

that a movement that comes together
under the gender-neutral banner of

usage that serves to indicate the particular subject position at the intersection of
(at least) homophobia and sexism that
In accordance with English scholar Anne
-
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Barnard

-

one grouping that does not have a single,
-

Butler, Judith (1990/1999): Gender Trouble. FemRoutledge.

side the heterosexual matrix, but unlike

Combahee River Collective
River Collective Statement. In: Schneir, Miriam
-

people whose current politics and gender performance grew and grow out of
a female positioning within that matrix.

, Madeline D./

women, but neither can people, who

Routledge.

and who have never experienced sex-

Paisan. Homicidal Lesbian Terrorist. San Francisco: Cleis Press.
Ellis
of Sex. Vol. 2: Sexual Inversion. Philadelphia:

-

Engel

a helpful term that makes it possible to
-
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