
hen I was a young queer, I distinctly 
remember the very first time I read a 
story about someone like me. I was in 

seventh grade, incredibly confused, and really 
enjoyed reading the kind of books I would never 
admit to loving now. I was in my school library 
and found a book with two people holding hands, 
so I checked it out. The book was Sara Ryan’s 
Empress of the World. I didn’t read it for a couple 
days, but when I did, everything seemed pretty 
normal until the protagonist said she had a crush 
on another girl. This was the point at which I 
realized holy shit these are lesbians. I read the book 
five times; I had never in my life been afforded 
any media that showed same-gender-attracted 
women in a non-sexualized way. It’s often difficult 
for people who have always been able to see 
themselves in popular media to understand why 
representation is important because they have 
always been able to see themselves on-screen. 
Representation opens up the idea that there are 
people out there like me: they experience things 
like I do, they live a life that I could live, and they 
feel the things I’m feeling. When I read Empress of 
the World I couldn’t stop thinking about it because 
nothing before that point had told me that the 
way I felt was normal, acceptable, or even real. 
With all the people telling me that I couldn’t 
possibly yet know what I was, our culture telling 
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me what I felt was wrong, and most media not 
acknowledging people like me exist, reading 215 
pages about people like me who ended up happy 
was the most affirming thing that had happened 
to me. 

Since reading that book, I have consumed a 
lot of queer women’s media (or at least, media 
with queer women in it) and things are definitely 
better than almost ten years ago when I read that 
book. There are shows centered on (or at least 
mostly starring) same-gender-attracted women 
(Orange Is the New Black, Sense8, and The L-Word). 
Unfortunately, there is a problem with these 
shows: most of the lesbians in them are dying 
and/or being oversexualized (or dying after 
being over-sexualized). While it has been 
beneficial for queer people that the number of 
same-gender-attracted women has increased on 
television, the quality of the representation we 
receive is severely lacking. 

Things have gotten better for same-gender-
attracted women as media has progressed. Since 
1976, eleven percent of 193 television shows have 
had a same-gender-attracted woman as a 
recurring cast member (Hogan). That sounds 
great; more queer women on television means 
more representation. Unfortunately, a lot of them 
are unhappy or dead (or unhappy and dead). 
And of that eleven percent, sixty-five percent 
have a dead queer woman. Many of the women 
who die on these television series leave behind a 
partner. Out of 193 shows, only ten percent of 
queer women were given happy endings, while 
thirty-one percent of the total amount of queer 
women in total ended up dead on their series 
(Hogan). However the problem isn’t only that 
lesbian characters are dying at alarmingly high 
rates, but how they are dying. Queer women in 
film and television are killed in violent ways, 
they often leave behind a lover, and they often 
die directly after having sex with another queer 
woman. These are some of the most 
uncomfortable problems with same-gender-
attracted women’s deaths on screen. 
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A recent example of lesbian death on 
television is The 100’s gay character Lexa, who 
died tragically from a stray bullet immediately 
after hooking up with the show’s main female 
character, for whom the bullet was meant. 
Another example is Tara from Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer, who also died tragically from a stray 
bullet, also meant for the protagonist. Dead 
lesbians are always leaving behind girlfriends. 
There are so many dead lesbians on television 
that it’s surprising how often we don’t realize 
that they’re all dying violently. One could look at 
Charlie from Supernatural, who is stabbed to 
death by a Neo-Nazi. Or The Countess from 
American Horror Story who is shot and then 
decapitated. Or Tituba from Salem whose eyes are 
pecked out before she is left for dead. Or Rachel 
Posner from House of Cards, who is run over. 
These examples are all just from 2015; one could 
look at any of the 152 queer women who have 
died on screen since 1976, ninety-eight of whom 
had violent deaths (Hogan). Lesbians have been 
dying for so long on television that there’s a name 
for it: BYG, “Bury Your Gays” (“Bury”). TV 
Tropes.com explains that “Often…gay characters 
just aren't allowed happy endings. Even if they 
do end up having some kind of relationship, at 
least one half of the couple, often the one who 
was more aggressive in pursuing a relationship, 
thus ‘perverting’ the other one, has to die at the 
end” (“Bury”). Killing off queer women has been 
happening for so long, we all just expect it now. 
And at this point it might be time to ask, why do 
we have a trope of dead lesbians? 

The trope of the dead lesbian in film started 
out innocently; lesbian pulp fiction writers 
wanted to write about lesbians. But a culture that 
only recently doesn’t see homosexuality as sexual 
deviancy also didn’t allow books to be published 
that seemed to promote lesbianism; in the 
plainest terms, no one was going to be 
responsible for publishing that kind of immoral 
and sinful smut. At the end of all of these lesbian 
pulp romance novels, at least one half of couples 
had to die to show the immorality of their same-

gender attraction. Carolyn Yates describes the 
tragic ending of lesbian pulp characters as, “a. 
going back to boys in the end, b. drowning in 
their own misery, or c. actually drowning or 
dying in some other way that was supposed to be 
cleansing/cathartic for everyone else in the cast.” 
When these kinds of stories began to be 
transferred to film, the way they were censored 
stuck with them. Representation of lesbians often 
ends in tragedy for the character’s horrible gay 
sin. Specifically, characters are punished for their 
same-gender attraction, usually with death. James 
McConnaughy describes the phenomenon best: 
“LGBTQIA characters were immoral by the dint 
of their being LGBTQIA and thus couldn’t be 
shown to be happy in their supposed 
immorality.” This assessment led to the actual act 
of burying them: “As such, the only way to depict 
things that the relevant codes determined to be 
immoral was to show the so-called immoral 
people explicitly being punished for their 
immorality, and the common way for that was to 
have them be killed” (McConnaughy). The 
horrible gay sin of same-gender-attracted 
characters led directly to their deaths, because 
otherwise they couldn’t be depicted at all. So 
while the intention of lesbian pulp fiction writers 
was to create some sort of literature where they 
were represented, their cause was distorted into 
our current dead lesbian situation. Lesbians did 
create a genre in which they were represented, 
but writers who created modern queer characters 
looked to lesbian pulp fiction and didn’t 
understand that their stories ended tragically 
because they had to, not because they reflected 
the reality of same-gender-attracted womens’ 
stories. Lesbians’ stories were considered obscene, 
therefore writers had to kill of their characters in 
order for there to be any lesbian fiction at all.  

Killing lesbians directly after they make out 
with their girlfriends is typical in how we tell 
stories about lesbians in film and television. 
Queer fans are incredibly loyal to shows that 
represent them, and create a huge fan-base that 
will fiercely rally behind couples on-screen. 
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Queer people will watch shows religiously and 
invest themselves deeply in these fictional 
relationships. Often, directors and producers 
receive awards for their queer characters. And 
there often is real progression in the same-gender 
couples presented on screen. The problem starts 
after queer fans are given a reason to follow the 
show: two queer women are in a relationship, or 
at the least, close to a relationship. So what now? 
Stories about queer women revolve around their 
sexualities so often that what story could a writer 
possibly tell after two queer characters are finally 
in that relationship? If queer women in television 
have been created to have a relationship in order 
to bring in queer viewers, then to move the story 
forward, one of them has to die. As a culture, we 
can’t see a reason to keep watching them after the 
focal point of their character has been resolved; or 
at least, straight writers can’t see a reason. Queer 
women in television are expendable bait in order 
to draw queer viewers. Once those viewers are in, 
writers don’t want to continue writing queer 
women’s’ stories.

One could, at this point, be asking, so what? 
Fiction exists, and sometimes people die in 
television shows. You can’t have lesbians in 
television and be mad when they die because 
straight characters die, too. Of course straight 
characters die in media, but when a straight 
person dies on a television show, they aren’t the 
only straight character on the entire show. When 
a straight character dies, the entire representation 
of a group of people in a series doesn’t die with 
them. When lesbians and bisexual women die on 
a television show, we don’t have another favorite 
to take their place. When half of a same-gender 
couple dies, queer women don’t have another 
couple that looks like them and represents them 
to take the couple’s place. Queer women are 
constantly being given the cultural idea that our 
love will end in tragedy. The deaths of straight 
characters don’t hold the same weight as the 
death of same-gender-attracted women because 
there are so many straight characters that ninety 

percent of them could be killed off, and there 
would still be hundreds more straight characters 
for straight people to identify with. 

Further, queer women are killed in some of 
the most violent ways, which shows exactly how 
expendable gay women are in our society. Media 
shows us what is inside of our culture and how 
we view certain groups of people. Recently, The 
Walking Dead killed off one of its lesbian 
characters, Dr. Denise Cloyd, violently, with an 
arrow through her head, which sounds like 
business as usual for queer characters. However, 
The Walking Dead is based on a comic book. 
Someone did die in the issue that the TV episode 
is based on, but it wasn’t the queer woman 
character who died; it was a straight character. 
Part of the problem with this particular death is 
that it happens right after she admits her feelings 
for another queer character. This trope has created 
a scenario where a television show see it as a 
better decision to kill off a queer woman, than to 
follow the actual source material (Robinson). 
Clearly, it is more popular to kill off a queer 
woman than a straight male character. There is 
something fundamentally wrong with removing 
half of a series’ queer characters instead of one of 
many straight men. 

While the use of queer women as targets 
for stray bullets is unfortunate, one could say that 
we are still making progress in the area of 
representation. However, even more problems 
come from looking at the kind of media that 
portrays same-gender-attracted women. Queer 
women in media are usually sexualized, and their 
stories often revolve around the sex they’re 
having. Shows with large casts of queer women 
are often filled with sex scenes and center on the 
romance in these women’s lives (e.g., The L-Word, 
Orange Is the New Black), which is not true of 
media that features gay cis men, characters who 
do have lives outside of their sexualities. We don’t 
see queer women in media portrayed as people 
who have sexualities, but instead as people who 
are sexualities. While straight couples usually 
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have lives beyond the embrace of their romantic 
partners, queer women on television have lives 
that revolve around sex with other women, and 
little else. 

Of course, the cultural problem is that we 
create media mainly for straight white men. 
Lesbians in media must appeal to their series’ 
demographic and can’t alienate viewers who 
might never possibly be in a monogamous 
relationship comprising two women. The issue 
here is best explained by Anya Josephs: “Our 
society sees sexuality as something exclusively 
male. Women are expected to perform sexuality—
to discuss sex, to look sexy, to have sex—but only 
and always for male pleasure. Female queerness 
subverts this. Women loving other women are 
clearly not doing it for men—there are no men 
involved.” Queer women in same-gender 
relationships do not exist even partially for the 
benefit of men, rather their relationships only 
benefit other women; queer women’s sexualities 
do not revolve around straight men. There is very 
little in a patriarchal society that does not revolve 
around men, therefore, there is a cultural rift to 
which the solution is the hypersexualization of 
women. Queer women’s sexuality in television is 
palatable for male viewers because it isn’t 
performed in a way meant to benefit the 
supposed queer characters; lesbians in media 
don’t perform sexuality for other queer characters 
or viewers, but rather for straight male viewers. 
In essence, these depictions aren’t meant to show 
actual lesbians, but instead are to show attractive 
women putting on a show of lesbianism for 
heterosexual men, which is partially why 
television only very rarely has butch lesbian 
characters; they aren’t sexy to men. If queer 
characters on television were meant to appeal to 
queer people, wouldn’t there be more masculine 
female characters? Since many, many queer 
women are in relationships with butch lesbians, 
one might answer, yes, queer women do find 
butch women attractive. So why aren’t they 
represented in media supposedly about queer 
women? 

The hypersexualization of same-gender-
attracted women in media becomes more 
problematic with violence against queer women 
in the real world: “Women who do not conform to 
societal expectations of sexuality and gender 
presentation are at heightened risk of violence 
based on their sexuality or gender 
identity” (“Violence”). Same-gender-attracted 
women are often victims of “corrective rape,” a 
term that euphemistically refers to trying to turn 
the victim into a heterosexual by sexual 
assaulting her. We tend to associate it with 
developing countries, but in the United States, we 
often don’t call out what our own citizens do to 
women. According to Michelle A. Marzullo and 
Alyn J. Libman of The Human Rights Campaign, 
“a study of five population-based health surveys 
of high school students found that the prevalence 
of sexual abuse or forced intercourse for girls 
identifying as bisexual ranged from 24 to 40 
percent, as lesbian ranged from 18 to 43 percent.” 
They found heterosexual girls to have a 
prevalence of sexual abuse or rape of fourteen to 
twenty-seven percent, and bisexual girls as at 
least twice as likely to report sexual abuse as their 
heterosexual peers of the same age (Marzullo and 
Lipman).  Same-gender-attracted women are 
sexualized in a way that removes their autonomy, 
and are much more likely to be victims of sexual 
assault than are heterosexual women, a fact that 
can’t be ignored in light of how we perceive queer 
women through media. 

Media that creates sexualized queer women 
who are acted upon without regard to their real 
and living counterparts normalizes the 
objectification of and violence against queer 
women in real-life. Twenty-seven percent of 
lesbians are “extremely concerned” about being 
victims of a hate-crime, compared to ten percent 
of the general population (Marzullo and Libman). 
Those fears are not unfounded; almost seventeen 
percent of hate crimes are committed against 
LGBTQ individuals (“Hate”). Violence against 
queer women is often retribution for the critical 
character flaw of being same-gender attracted—

4

Brainstorm v. IX (2017)



because of a woman’s attraction to other women, 
she deserves violence to be inflicted upon her. 
Unfortunately, our culture often agrees with this 
television trope: “it was… found that observers 
blamed lesbian, gay and bisexual victims more 
when attacks occurred just after publicly 
displaying affection for their partner (hand-
holding, kissing hello or goodbye), with no 
difference for the race or sex of the 
victim” (Marzullo and Libman). This evidence 
helps show the problem with both sexualizing 
and killing same-gender- attracted women in 
media: it normalizes sexual assault and violence 
in real life. 

At some point a culture that believes itself to 
be moving forward has to face the real effects of 
its media on the lives of the actual people it 
represents. If queer women in media are 
constantly shown as sexual objects, what does 
that content say about how we view actual queer 
women’s relationships? When the queer women 
in media are expendable to the point that we can 
list 152 dead queer women, ninety-eight of whom 
had violent deaths, what does that say about how 
we view the humanity of queer women? At some 
point we, as a culture, have to ask ourselves a 
serious question about media that claims to 
represent us: is this series accepting us, is it 
representing us as queer women, or is it just 
exploiting us? Young women who aren’t sure 
about their sexuality watch these shows and they 
shouldn’t only see attraction to other women as a 
bloodbath. They shouldn’t have to scramble 
through their school’s library for years before 
they find a single book about someone like them. 
But I think most important, as a society, we must 
remember that our media shapes who we are: it 
gives us a story with which to model our real 
lives. Gay girls deserve to see relationships like 
theirs modeled in a way that shows their lives as 
more than tragedies. 
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