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DYKES TO WATCH
OUT FOR: THE

GROUNDBREAKING
COMIC THAT
DEFINED A
GENERATION

Few works of

sequential art have
captured the pulse of a
community with as
much wit, intelligence,
and emotional depth as
Alison Bechdel's long-
running comic strip,
Dykes To Watch Out
For. Often described
as a chronicle of
lesbian life in the late
twentieth and early

twenty-first centuries,
this beloved series
transcended the
boundaries of the
alternative press to
become a cultural
touchstone. More than
just a source of
entertainment, the
strip served as a
historical record, a
political commentary,
and a mirror reflecting
the joys, struggles, and
everyday absurdities of
a diverse and vibrant
community. For
anyone seeking to
understand the
evolution of queer
identity, feminist
thought, and
progressive activism in
the modern era, Dykes
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To Watch Out For
remains an essential
and endlessly
rewarding read.

From
Zine to
Institutio
n: The
Origins of
a Cultural
Landmark

The story of Dykes To
Watch Out For begins
in the early 1980s, a
period marked by both
the burgeoning
visibility of lesbian
feminism and the
devastating shadow of
the AIDS crisis. Alison

her voice, initially self-
published the strip in
the feminist newspaper
Womannews in 1983.
The first installments
were modest in scope,
often focusing on
single-panel gags and
observations about
lesbian dating culture.
The title itself was a
playful, ironic nod to
the perceived threat of
visible lesbians,
reclaiming a phrase
often used with
hostility.

What began as a small,
almost underground
enterprise quickly
gained momentum.
Readers recognized
themselves and their
friends in Bechdel's
sharp humor and
relatable scenarios.
The strip was soon
picked up by other
alternative and
LGBTQ+ publications,

Bechdel, a young finding a home in
cartoonist trying to find outlets like The
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Advocate and a
syndicated network of
gay and feminist
newspapers across
North America. This
grassroots distribution
model allowed Dykes
To Watch Out For to
reach a wide audience
without compromising
its authentic,
unapologetically queer
voice. By the time the
first  collection was
published in 1986, the
strip had evolved from
a simple gag-a-day
feature into a complex,
serialized narrative
with a growing cast of
richly developed
characters.

The
World of
Madwim

min
Books: A
Universe
In a
Bookstor
e

The central hub of the
Dykes To Watch Out
For universe was the
fictional Madwimmin
Books, a collectively-
run feminist bookstore.
This setting was not
arbitrary; it was a
deliberate nod to the
real-world importance
of independent
bookstores as safe
havens and community
centers for lesbian and
feminist culture during
a time when
mainstream

representation was



scarce. The bookstore
served as a crucible for
the characters' lives, a
place where their
personal dramas,
political debates, and
professional
aspirations played out
against a backdrop of
shifting social tides.

Bechdel populated this
world with a cast of
characters who felt
less like fictional
creations and more like
people you might
actually know. Each
character embodied
different facets of the
community,

representing a
spectrum of identities,
opinions, and life

experiences. The
ensemble cast allowed
Bechdel to explore a
wide range of topics
without relying on a
single perspective,
creating a rich
narrative tapestry that
mirrored the diversity

of its readership.

Key CHARACTERS
AND THEIR ARCS

e Margo: The
quintessential
"duty-bound"
lesbian activist.
Margo was
organized,
principled, and
fiercely
committed to
social justice. Her
character often
wrestled with the
tension between
personal
happiness and
political purity,
providing a lens
through which
Bechdel could
critique the
sometimes rigid
orthodoxy of the
activist left.

e Harriet: A
lawyer and a
single mother,
Harriet balanced
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her professional
life with the
demands of
raising a child.
Her storylines
explored the
challenges of
working
motherhood, co-
parenting, and
the search for
romantic
connection
outside of the
traditional
nuclear family
structure.

Mo: Perhaps the
most complex
and beloved
character, Mo
was a thoughtful,
often anxious,
and intellectually
rigorous
bookstore
manager. She
was the central
nervous system
of the strip,
processing the
world through a

lens of academic
feminism and
personal
insecurity. Her
long-term
relationship with
Sydney, a butch-
identified
carpenter who
came out as a
trans man later
in the series, was
one of the most
nuanced and
groundbreaking
storylines in
LGBTQ+ comics.
Lois and
Ginger: This
academic couple
provided a lens
into the worlds of
higher education
and evolving
gender theory.
Lois, a fiery and
outspoken
professor, often
clashed with the
more pragmatic
Ginger. Their
relationship



weathered the
storms of career
ambitions,
political
disagreements,
and the
challenge of
maintaining a
partnership in a
changing world.
e Clarice and
Toni: An
interracial couple
with a child,
Clarice (an
attorney) and
Toni (a social
worker) explored
the dynamics of
mixed-race
relationships,
adoption, and
the slow, steady
work of building
a family. Their
storylines were a
powerful
counterpoint to
the often chaotic
lives of their
single friends.

Over the

strip's

decades-long run,
these characters aged,
changed careers, found
and lost love, had
children, experienced
illness, and grieved.
This commitment to
serialized character
development was one
of the strip's greatest
strengths. Readers
didn't just laugh at the
jokes; they invested in

the lives of these
fictional people,
celebrating their

victories and mourning
their losses.

The
Bechdel
Test and
Its
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Enduring
Legacy

No discussion of Alison
Bechdel's work is
complete without
mentioning the cultural
phenomenon that
emerged from an
offhand joke in the
strip. In a 1985
installment titled "The
Rule," two characters
discuss their criteria for
going to see a movie.
The rule, as articulated
by a friend of Mo (and
later popularized by
Bechdel herself), is
that a film must have
at least two women in
it who talk to each
other about something
other than a man. This
simple, almost flippant
observation became
known as The
Bechdel Test.

What started as a
humorous commentary

on the lack of female
representation in
Hollywood has evolved
into a widely used
metric for measuring
gender bias in film and
other media. While the
test has its limitations
and has been
frequently critiqued, its
power lies in its stark
simplicity. It forces
audiences and critics
to notice how often
women are absent
from their own stories
or are only present as
accessories to male
narratives. The
Bechdel Test is a
testament to the sharp
observational humor
and cultural criticism
that were the
hallmarks of Dykes To
Watch Out For. It is
arguably the strip's
most famous
contribution to popular
culture, a single panel
that sparked a global
conversation about



representation in
storytelling.

Thematic
Depths:
Politics,
ldentity,
and
Everyday
Life

The genius of Dykes
To Watch Out For lay
in its ability to
seamlessly blend the
political with the
personal. The
characters did not exist
in @ vacuum; they were
deeply engaged with
the world around them.
A trip to the grocery
store could become a
discussion about

globalization and food
justice. A romantic
date could be
interrupted by a
protest or a debate
about queer theory.
This integration of
politics into daily life
felt authentic because
for many readers, this
was their reality.

Over the years, the
strip tackled a
staggering array of
topics, including:

1. The AIDS
Crisis: The strip
was one of the
few places in
popular culture
where the impact
of AIDS on the
lesbian
community was
explored with
sensitivity and
anger,
addressing
issues of
caregiving, loss,
and homophobic
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neglect.

. The Culture
Wars: The strip
chronicled the
rise of the
religious right,
the fight for
same-sex
marriage, and
the ongoing
battles over
reproductive
rights, providing
a running
commentary
from the front
lines of
progressive
resistance.

. Gender
Identity and
Transphobia:
The storyline
involving Mo's
partner, Sydney,
transitioning was
a landmark
moment. Bechdel
handled this
narrative with
extraordinary
care, exploring

the emotional
complexities for
both Sydney and
Mo, and the
broader
community's
sometimes
awkward and
painful learning
curve about
trans identity.

. Consumerism

and
Gentrification:
The strip was
acutely aware of
the economic
pressures facing
independent
businesses and
queer
communities.
The threat of
corporate coffee
chains to
Madwimmin
Books was a
recurring motif,
symbolizing the
erosion of
unique,
community-



oriented spaces.
. Mental Health:
Characters
struggled with
anxiety,
depression,
burnout, and the
challenges of
self-carein a
world that often
felt
overwhelming.
Mo, in particular,
served as a
profound
exploration of
the quiet,
internal battles
that many
people face.

The Later
Years and
the Final

10

Chapter

After a 25-year run,
Alison Bechdel brought
Dykes To Watch Out
For to a close in 2008.
The decision was not
born of creative
exhaustion but of a
natural conclusion. The
cultural landscape had
shifted dramatically
since the strip's
inception. The "post-
gay" era had arrived,
and the urgency of
simply representing
lesbian existence had,
in some ways,
lessened. Furthermore,
Bechdel was turning
her attention to a new
project: a deeply
personal graphic
memoir about her
relationship with her
father, which would
become the acclaimed
Fun Home.

The final storylines
offered a sense of
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closure for the
characters while
acknowledging that

life, and the work of
social justice,
continues. The last
panel of the final strip
shows Mo sitting in her
garden, a place of
quiet resilience and
personal peace. It was
a fitting end for a strip
that had always
balanced the fight for a
better world with the
simple, profound need
for a life of one's own.
The series concluded
with a masterful
collection, The
Essential Dykes To
Watch Out For, which
remains the definitive
volume for newcomers
and longtime fans
alike.

The

11

Lasting
Influence
on Queer
Comics
and
Media

The impact of Dykes
To Watch Out For on
subsequent

generations of
cartoonists and
storytellers cannot be
overstated. It
demonstrated that a
comic strip could be a
legitimate art form for

exploring complex
social issues and
intimate personal

relationships. Bechdel's
detailed, cross-hatched
black-and-white art
style, her gift for
naturalistic dialogue,



and her ability to
Create multi-
dimensional characters
set a new standard for
autobiographical and
semi-autobiographical
comics.

The strip paved the
way for the explosion
of queer women's
comics that followed.
Creators like Ariel
Schrag, Ellen Forney,
and Jennifer Camper
have all cited Bechdel
as a major influence.
Moreover, the strip's
success helped to
prove that there was a
hungry audience for
stories about LGBTQ+
lives that were not
solely about tragedy or
coming out, but about
the rich, funny, and
messy business of
simply living. In an era

12

For was a vital cultural
artifact, a paper-and-
ink community that
gave its readers a
sense of belonging and
validation.

Where to
Start:
Reading
the
Collection
Today

For those new to the
world of Dykes To
Watch Out For, the
best entry point is The
Essential Dykes To
Watch Out For. This
comprehensive

before widespread ) .
LGBTQ+ collection brings
representation on together a broad
television or in film. Selection of strips from
Dykes To Watch out "€ entire run,
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providing a
chronological overview
of the characters' lives
and the changing
times. It is a testament
to the strip's enduring
quality that these
stories, rooted so
specifically in a
particular time and
place, continue to
resonate with new
readers. The humor
remains sharp, the
observations remain
astute, and the heart
of the story is as
beating and warm as it
ever was.

Bechdel's work,
including this strip, is
also increasingly
available through
library systems and
digital archives,
making it more
accessible than ever.
Academic interest in
the strip has grown,
with scholars analyzing
its contributions to
feminist theory, queer

13

studies, and the history
of comics. To read
Dykes To Watch Out
For today is to take a
journey through recent
history, to witness a
community thinking
out loud on paper, and
to fall in love with a

group  of fictional
friends who feel, after
all these vyears,

wonderfully, painfully,
and joyfully real.

FINAL
REFLECTIONS:
MORE THAN A
COMIC STRIP

In the end, Dykes To
Watch Out For is far
more than the sum of
its panels. It is a time
capsule of a pivotal era
in queer history, a
masterclass in
character-driven

storytelling, and a
testament to the power
of independent media.
Alison Bechdel created
a world that was



specific enough to feel
authentic and universal
enough to speak to
anyone who has ever
felt like an outsider.
The strip's legacy is not
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just the Bechdel Test
or its influence on
queer comics, but the
simple, profound gift of
seeing one's own life
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