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�—This analysis argues that Kimberly Peirce’s film Boys Don’t Cry can be read as a
liberatory narrative that queers the centers of heteronormativity and hegemonic masculinity by
privileging female masculinity and celebrating its differences from heterosexual norms. My
critique emphasizes how the narrative strategically challenges heteronormativity and, in turn,
“narrative’s heteroideology” (Roof, 1996), in four ways: 1) by dismantling the myth of
“America’s heartland”; 2) by problematizing heteromasculinity; 3) by centering female
masculinity; and 4) by blurring the boundaries of female masculinity. I argue that the
articulation of each subversive strategy within the narratives of Boys Don’t Cry can serve
a liberatory function, whereby the privileged subjectivities of heterosexuality and hegemonic
masculinity are dismantled and, simultaneously, female masculinity and gender fluidity are
privileged and normalized. I conclude that the narrative structure of Boys Don’t Cry not only
privileges gender diversity, but also exposes the inherent sexual bigotry of heteroideology and the
brutal and deadly consequences of society’s failure to eradicate such prejudice.

I just keep on laughing
Hiding the tears in my eyes
Because boys don’t cry.
Boys don’t cry.
(Smith, Tolhurst, & Dempsey, 1988)

THE 1993 murders of three young
people in Falls City, Nebraska,

(population 5,200) began as just one

more crime statistic when Lisa Lam-
bert, Philip DeVine, and Brandon
Teena were found shot to death in
Lambert’s farmhouse. But national
news media picked up the story when
Brandon Teena was identified as Teena
Brandon, a female-to-male transsexual1

from Lincoln, Nebraska, who had been
“passing” in Falls City and dating a
local teenager, Lana Tisdel. As details
unfolded, the public learned that two
local ex-convicts who had befriended
Brandon, John Lotter and Tom Nis-
sen, were so outraged to learn that
Brandon was a biological female, they
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beat him up and repeatedly raped him.
When Brandon filed rape charges
against them, they hunted him down
and shot him to death as he tried to
hide under a blanket, then stabbed his
body. After allowing Lisa Lambert to
place her infant son in his crib, Lotter
and Nissen gunned her down and shot
the other witness, Philip DeVine (Gab-
riel, 1996; Messina, 2000).

Lotter and Nissen were convicted of
first-degree murder, and the story faded
from media attention until 1999, when
filmmaker Kimberly Peirce brought it
back in Boys Don’t Cry (Sharp, Hart,
Kolodner, Vachon & Peirce, 1999),
starring Hilary Swank in her Oscar-
winning role as Brandon Teena.
Peirce’s “long-standing interest in trans-
vestism and transsexuality” (Leigh,
2000, p. 18) drew her to Brandon’s
compelling story when she read the
news accounts of his murder. But Peirce
wanted more than simply to make what
could easily have been a lurid movie
about a murdered transsexual in Ne-
braska: she wanted to reclaim Bran-
don’s story from the sensationalized
media accounts that followed the crime.
“The coverage was focused almost ex-
clusively on the spectacle of a girl pass-
ing as a boy, without any understand-
ing of why a girl would want to pass,”
Peirce explained. “And I thought that
was dangerous” (p. 18).

Given the questions about Bran-
don’s “true” gender, it’s not surprising
that media reports about Brandon
Teena reflected the most leering kind
of tabloid coverage, as journalists sen-
sationalized the story of Brandon’s
sexuality and how he had deceived the
residents of Falls City (Leigh, 2000;
Ricks, 1994; Sloop, 2000). Observed
New York Times film critic Janet Maslin
(1999), this “tabloid-ready tale attracted
the kind of omnivorous media atten-

tion that distorts the truth beyond
recognition and milks reality dry” (p.
E10). Moreover, John Sloop has ar-
gued that the news media accounts not
only perpetuated “caricatures of trans-
gendered people” (p. 169) but also func-
tioned to reaffirm traditional ideals of
gender and heterosexuality and to dis-
cipline transgressors like Brandon
Teena who challenged hegemonic
sexual norms.

There’s no question that the varied
forms of female masculinity, including
transsexuality, have been framed in
the mainstream media as a spectacle—
denigrating transsexuality as an aberra-
tion at best, or as stereotypical carica-
tures of deviant and perverted behavior
at worst (Nangeroni, 1999; Sloop,
2000). Although male masculinity has
been the subject of myriad research
studies, Judith Halberstam (1998) as-
serts that scholars have shown “abso-
lutely no interest in masculinity with-
out men” (p. 13), and she warns that
the “suppression of female masculini-
ties allows for male masculinity to stand
unchallenged as the bearer of gender
stability and gender deviance” (p. 41).
In light of filmmaker Peirce’s goal to
reclaim Brandon Teena’s story from
news accounts that had sensationalized
it as aberrant (Leigh, 2000),2 I explore
the strategies used in the narratives of
Boys Don’t Cry to represent one form of
female masculinity and examine the
film’s potential to “destabilize binary
gender systems” (Halberstam, p. 29).
My study argues that Peirce’s film can
function to reclaim Brandon’s lifestory
from the “spectacle of a girl passing as
a boy” (Leigh, p. 18), presenting in-
stead a sympathetic individual and of-
fering film viewers narratives that chal-
lenge and confront societal boundaries
related to gender and sexuality.3
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Media Narratives,
Heteronormativity, &

Queerness
The most basic assumption of heter-

onormativity is that gender is natally
ascribed, natural, and immutable. Thus,
envisioning a “world of only hetero-
sexuals” (Scheman, 1997, p. 128), het-
eronormativity insists “on the inborn-
ness of gender identity, even when it is
discordant with biological sex” (p. 138).
Heterosexuality is thus deemed an es-
sential aspect of human nature and
intelligibility, and “homosexuality
counts as the willful denial of one’s true
self” (p. 128). Significantly, heteronor-
mativity is a powerful principle of so-
cial and cultural order that absorbs and
disciplines all forms of gender trans-
gressiveness into its female-male bi-
nary gender system (Shapiro, 1991).

One partner in the power of heteron-
ormativity to order society is the media
and their long history of depicting char-
acters who transgress gender bound-
aries as comic, weak, or as evil (Dow,
2001; Dyer, 1999; Fejes & Petrich,
1993; Gross, 1996; Russo, 1986). These
narrative strategies often establish an
“additional level of deviance for such
characters,” by linking “homosexual-
ity with criminality” (Dow, p. 129). As
Dyer explains, the “amount of hatred,
fear, ridicule and disgust packed into
those images is unmistakable” (p. 297),
and, says Russo, result in “politically
indefensible and aesthetically revolt-
ing” portrayals (p. 32). Even after the
media began to respond to demands
from the gay rights movement for
equality, portrayals were still framed in
terms of the problems sexual minori-
ties posed for heterosexual society
(Gross, 1996).

As evidence of societal progress,
however, some popular media critics
have pointed out that more positive

images of sexual minorities have ap-
peared over the past decade (e.g., Svet-
key, 2000). But scholars such as Dow
(2001) argue that even these recent
depictions “can serve a masking func-
tion as representation is mistaken for
social and political change” (p. 136).
For instance, Dow critiques the coming-
out discourses surrounding Ellen De-
Generes and her television sitcom char-
acter, Ellen Morgan. Ellen’s coming-
out— both-on and off-screen—was
framed in popular media as an “escape
from repression” (p. 123) for homo-
sexuals, according to Dow. However,
she cautions that “the liberation narra-
tive in and around Ellen allows main-
stream media to proclaim increased
visibility for gays and lesbians as in-
creased legitimacy for gays and lesbians,
in presumably social and political
ways” (p. 136), in much the same way
as The Cosby Show was used in the
1980s as an example of how racism
had been eliminated in American soci-
ety (p. 137). Dow concludes that the
“romantic narrative of autonomy and
liberation” underlying Ellen ultimately
functioned to obscure issues of homo-
phobia and heterosexism, even among
heterosexuals who are sympathetic to
and supportive of gay rights (p. 135).
Robert Brookey and Robert Westerfel-
haus (2001) reach similar conclusions
in their examination of the depictions
of gay male drag queens in the film To
Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie
Newmar. Although these researchers
conclude that the film’s unapologetic
gay characters were clearly more posi-
tive and a greater challenge to hetero-
sexual norms than is typical in main-
stream media, To Wong Foo nonetheless
remarginalized the film’s drag queens.
The movie’s narratives, they argue,
functioned to tame and contain “gays
and gay experience” (p. 142), while
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simultaneously reaffirming the “hetero-
sexual order” (p. 153). Both studies
demonstrate how mainstream media’s
depictions of queer experience “can
appear to embrace them while at the
same time defining queers in terms
that dehumanize, marginalize, and at-
tempt to tame” (Brookey and Wester-
felhaus, p. 153). Ultimately, the vast
majority of media representations of
individuals who transgress gender con-
tinue to “reinforce rather than chal-
lenge” heteronormativity (Gross, 1996,
p. 153): “[T]hey are still odd men and
women out in a straight world. . . .
confined to stereotypical characteriza-
tions” (Gross, 2001, p. 117).

In her overview and synthesis of the
contributions to film theory made by
gay, lesbian and queer theorists, Julia
Erhart (1999) explains how previous
researchers (e.g., Dyer, 1992; de Laure-
tis, 1984) articulated the idea that main-
stream narratives are inevitably “hetero-
sexed” (p. 171). Judith Roof (1996)
refers to this as “narrative’s heteroideol-
ogy” (p. xxvii)—the ways narrative and
sexuality work together to create and
perpetuate a heterosexual ideology in
culture and media (p. xiv). Similarly,
Teresa de Lauretis (1987) has asserted
that “most of the available theories of
reading, writing, sexuality, ideology,
or any other cultural production are
built on male narratives of gender . . .
bound by the heterosexual contract”
(p. 25). The argument that narratives
were inevitably “heterosexed” recog-
nizes the limitations of Laura Mulvey’s
(1975) concept of the “sexedness” of
narrative, as well as the “heterocentric
and exceedingly rigid structure” of her
articulation of the gaze, which many
argue wrote “homosexuality out of ex-
istence” (Hanson, 1999, p. 13). One
goal of gay, lesbian and queer media
researchers, therefore, has been to cel-

ebrate and to foreground rather than to
minimize the differences of sexual mi-
norities from the norms of heterosexu-
ality (Erhart, p. 173). Thus, a queer
approach in media studies encourages
researchers to identify and to explicate
narratives that make heterosexuality
rather than sexual transgression ap-
pear strange, or narratives that include
“qualities of being non-, contra-, or
anti-straight” (Erhart, p. 174).4 A queer
approach also provides the necessary
conceptual framework for scholars to
explicate queer readings within media
texts that appeal not only to sexual
minorities, but to heterosexual specta-
tors as well. Ultimately, queer theory
“seeks not only to analyze but also to
resist, dismantle, or circumnavigate he-
gemonic systems of sexual oppression
and normalization” (Hanson. p. 4).

According to Erhart (1999), a key
component of contemporary queer me-
dia research is the “mutability of iden-
tity” (p. 175), which views sexuality as
performative rather than as adhering
to specific, permeable categories of gay-
ness or straightness. Within this concep-
tual framework, gender is positioned
as a social construction and thus the
way gender functions in individuals’
lives is also viewed as socially con-
structed (Scheman, 1997, p. 145).5 Such
an approach works to undermine the
“binarily opposed and mutually exclu-
sive” labels of woman and man, of
femininity and masculinity (Erhart, p.
175), in favor of what Chris Straayer
refers to as an “embraced incongruity”
of femaleness and maleness (as cited in
Erhart, p. 175). From this perspective,
a woman character dressed in male
attire may appropriate male privilege
within media narratives because such
performances privilege sexuality’s in-
stability and contradictoriness; thus,
characters exhibiting both female and
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male traits work to culturally empower
such performers by disrupting norma-
tive assumptions of two-sexedness
(Straayer, as cited in Erhart, p. 176).

Straayer’s approach suggests that the
“queerness” of media narratives re-
sides more in the potential of media
texts to destablize heteronormativity
than with any “against-the-grain re-
sponse” from spectators (as cited in
Erhart, 1999, p. 176). Alexander Doty
(1993) agrees that texts offer a flexible
space for queer readings, but sees
queerness as having much broader im-
plications: “[C]ultural ‘queer space’ rec-
ognizes the possibility that various and
fluctuating queer positions might be
occupied whenever anyone produces or
responds to culture. . . . the queer often
operates within the nonqueer, as the
nonqueer does within the queer
(whether in reception, texts, or produc-
ers)” (p. 3). Ultimately, Doty explains
that queerness—in any form—should
work to complicate the ways gender
and sexual categories are understood
and how they function in culture and
society (p. xvii). Thus, David Halperin
(as cited in Scheman, 1997, p. 148) has
suggested that the term “queer” is best
articulated not as a particular identity,
but as a flexible strategy of positioning
to resist heteronormative practices.

Similar to the goals of queer media
research, one goal of contemporary
liberatory activism is to disrupt the
perspectives and ideals of society’s
privileged selfhood that serve to mar-
ginalize and oppress individuals whose
lives fall outside the realm of privilege
(Scheman, 1997). Scheman says that
privileged sexual subjectivity is main-
tained through the dominant narra-
tives of a culture—the media for in-
stance—which “facilitate the smooth
telling of some lives and straitjacket,
distort, or fracture others” (p. 126). As

a strategy regarding media content, re-
search, and social commentary, libera-
tory resistance seeks to “destablize the
center” of heteronormativity and its
privileged subjectivity by challenging
its claims to “naturalness” (p. 132). Mass
media content and criticism can, there-
fore, work to problematize heteroideol-
ogy by expanding and relocating its
normative gaze, providing new per-
spectives of sexual minorities who find
themselves marginalized, stigmatized
and ultimately excluded from most me-
dia content. Hence, Scheman suggests,
scholars who “queer the centers” of the
discursive practices of heteronormativ-
ity (p. 152) serve an activist liberatory
function that can challenge and ex-
pand our view of what is “normal” and
free from the margins those whose lives
may not conform.

Thus, media narratives that chal-
lenge hegemonic masculinity have the
potential to destablize the heteronorma-
tive gaze. Masculinity, Halberstam
(1998) argues, is “what we make it” (p.
144). More provocative is Halbers-
tam’s assertion that a core principal of
heteronormativity—that the “penis
alone signifies maleness”—corresponds
specifically to a tendency among gen-
der scholars to limit their discussions of
masculinity solely to men (1994, p.
214). Thus, Halberstam (1998) urges
researchers to consider transgender-
ism and transsexuality as forms of a
transgressive masculinity that disrupt
the hegemonic norm. As many schol-
ars have observed, film is one site where
definitions of sexual difference are ve-
hemently contested (Hanson, 1999).
Hence, the story of Brandon Teena in
Boys Don’t Cry offers media critics the
opportunity to explore such struggles
by considering how film depictions of
female masculinity may work to sub-
vert heteromasculinity’s privileged po-
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sition. Further, Boys Don’t Cry is per-
haps the only film addressing the issue
of female masculinity by a self-de-
scribed queer filmmaker6 to reach
mainstream audiences and to receive
critical acclaim and prestigious awards.
As such, it has significant potential to
challenge the socially constructed and
circulated meanings of gender.
Through an investigation of the narra-
tive strategies employed to dislocate
and to dismantle heteronormativity and
its presumptions of biological gender
identity, I argue that Kimberly Peirce’s
film can be read as a liberatory narra-
tive that effectively “queers the center”
of heteroideology by centering female
masculinity in opposition to what soci-
ety and its mass media typically depict
as “normal.”

My reading of Boys Don’t Cry in terms
of its potential to function as a form of
liberatory activism may not reflect the
interpretations of average spectators
nor of other media scholars and critics.
But this is how media criticism should
be approached. Media criticism is not
intended to be a quest for “truth,” as
Dow (1996) points out; nor is the goal
to argue that there is only one correct
way to read a text. Rather, Dow ar-
gues, criticism should be a process of
argumentation whereby the goal is to
convince readers that their own in-
sights into a text may be enhanced by
reading the text similarly. Thus, my
critical analysis of Boys Don’t Cry is
meant to present meaning possibilities,
not meaning certainties (p. 4).

Framing the “Strangeness”
and Paradoxes of

Heteronormativity
in Boys Don’t Cry

In this essay, I argue that the narra-
tives of Boys Don’t Cry challenge heter-

onormativity and heterosexed narra-
tives in four strategic ways: 1) by
dismantling the myth of “American’s
heartland”; 2) by problematizing het-
eromasculinity; 3) by centering female
masculinity; and, 4) by blurring the
boundaries of female masculinity. My
articulation of these subversive strate-
gies within the film’s narratives sup-
ports my contention that the film can
serve a liberatory function whereby
the privileged subjectivities of hetero-
sexuality and hegemonic masculinity
are dismantled, while female masculin-
ity and gender fluidity are privileged
and normalized.7

Dismantling the Myth of the Idyllic
Heartland

At the center of heteronormativity is
the traditional nuclear family. Perhaps
no idealization of the traditional Ameri-
can family and its inherent values is
stronger than the mythic notion of fam-
ily associated with heartland America—
Mom, apple pie, baseball, and Chevro-
lets. The sense of morality and virtue,
individuality and freedom, and the
strong “family values” of hard-working
heartland Americans carry potent con-
notations of the heterosexual ideal at
its best. This romanticism was evident
in the news coverage of Brandon
Teena’s life and murder, which repre-
sented Brandon as a deceitful “preda-
tor” with a “sinister” intention to prey
on the wholesome residents of a small,
all-American town in the rural heart-
land (Sloop, 2000, p. 170). Indeed, a
billboard at the city limits declares Falls
City the “All-American Community.
A Great Place to Live, Great People,
Churches, Schools” (Muska & Oláfsdót-
tir, 1998). Invoking the mythic Ameri-
can heartland in news accounts of Bran-
don Teena’s slaying encouraged people
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to think that Brandon’s masculine per-
formance corrupted the “innocence
and normality” of America’s heartland
and, especially, corrupted and violated
the Midwestern women who inhabited
it (Sloop, p. 172). Such a news frame,
Sloop asserts, reaffirmed and protected
“normative heterosexist ways of mak-
ing sense of gender and of disciplining
gender trouble” (p. 171).

The narratives of Boys Don’t Cry can
be read as aggressively challenging this
perspective and as presenting a very
different and much darker vision of
small-town America and its residents.
The news media’s idealistic images of
rolling farmland and hardworking, law-
abiding folks who were victimized by
an outsider (Sloop, 2000) are coun-
tered in the film by lecherous, gun-
toting ex-cons, bigoted police officers,
seedy trailer parks and run-down farm-
houses, a barren land populated by
dysfunctional, fragmented families, and
desperate people working dead-end
jobs, whose primary forms of recre-
ation are alcohol and drugs. In Peirce’s
view, Falls City is not a place where
good-hearted people are content to live
their lives; it’s a place where most are
desperate to leave but fear they never
will. In offering this dark view of the
place where Brandon was murdered,
Kimberly Peirce’s film works simulta-
neously to debunk the myth of the
all-American heartland and to dispute
the validity of its core value—the whole-
some nuclear family unit and the heter-
onormative assumptions that underlie it.

One strategy to problematize a “pri-
mary site of heteronormativity” is to
depict the traditional family unit in
“counter-normative ways” (Scheman,
1997, p. 148). Clearly, the lives of all of
the film’s players are far removed from
the cultural ideals of America’s heart-
land. John Lotter (Peter Saragaard) and

Tom Nissen (Brendan Sexton III) are
boozing, violent ex-convicts in their
early 20s, trying to avoid getting busted
and sent back to prison. The women
who befriend Brandon are hardly inno-
cent or wholesome. Candace8 is a ne-
glectful single mother who parties too
much and tends bar at the town’s seedy
club. Lana’s mother (Jeanetta Arnette)
is an unemployed, divorced alcoholic
who tries to reaffirm her sexual appeal
through pathetic flirtations with John
and Tom, and later, with Brandon. In
Lana’s (Chloé Sevigny) first appear-
ance on screen, spectators see a prema-
turely world-weary young woman,
drunk and mumbling karaoke in the
bar where Candace works. Lana spends
her free time abusing drugs and alco-
hol, and fantasizes about quitting her
night shift job at the local spinach pack-
ing plant to escape Falls City for a
career as a karaoke star. In one scene,
Brandon encounters a staggeringly
drunken Lana at the all-night Quik
Stop, where she complains that she’s
“stuck in a town where there’s nothing
to do but go bumper skiing and chase
bats every night of your evil, fucking
life.” When they return to Lana’s home
and find her mother passed out on the
sofa, Lana tells Brandon, “God, I hate
my life.”

The film’s perspective is both bleaker
and more realistic than the idealist no-
tions of the American heartland and its
people found in popular media depic-
tions. Falls City, like many rural com-
munities, is populated primarily with
decent, law-abiding citizens and hard-
working people, but is also plagued by
bigotry, unemployment, alcohol and
drug abuse, dysfunctional families and
a high incidence of violence that often
takes the form of domestic violence
(Holden, 1998; Jones, 1996; Muska &
Oláfsdóttir, 1998). The film’s depiction
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of the people who befriended Brandon
thus represents an important liberatory
and subversive strategy in exposing
the hypocrisy and contradictions of
normality inherent within both the Nor-
man Rockwell American hometown
myth and in hegemonic heterosexual-
ity. Rather than romanticizing heart-
land America and its people, Boys Don’t
Cry functions to contradict the rosy
stereotypes by destabilizing the center
of heteroideology and relocating its
gaze to the contradictions of hetero-
sexuality’s claims of natural and virtu-
ous normativity (Scheman, 1997).
Hence, the narratives of Boys Don’t Cry
disrupt and problematize the inherent
heteroideology that structures cultural
myths surrounding rural America and
its All-American communities popu-
lated by “Great People.” As the next
section argues, Peirce’s vision also re-
veals the intolerance of Falls City’s
residents in ways that work to construct
normative masculinity as “strange.”

Problematizing Heteromasculinity

Just as Boys Don’t Cry relocates the
mythic heartland to a “place of norma-
tive incoherence” (Scheman, 1997, p.
132), it also raises serious questions
regarding the assumptions of natural-
ness and virtue inherent in traditional
definitions of heterosexual manhood
and its privileges. Ex-cons John Lotter
and Tom Nissen are unemployed and
regularly abuse alcohol and drugs. Tom
is revealed to be an arsonist who set his
family’s home on fire and, as he ex-
plains to Brandon, both men have a
history of using self-mutilation as a
means to control their violent tempers.
Heteromasculinity as exhibited through
the characters of John and Tom, there-
fore, seems not only unnatural, strange
and lacking in virtue, but also a serious
threat to society.

Enter Brandon Teena. Halberstam
(1998) explained that a FTM trans-
sexual “ventures into male territory
with the potential threat of violence
hanging over his head” (p. 25) because
he is in physical danger if discovered
by a male. And this is precisely what
happens to Brandon after Tom and
John become suspicious about his sexu-
ality. In fact, two of the most graphic
representations of heterosexual mascu-
linity as problematic and, in this case,
pathological, occur after the two men
violently turn on Brandon, ripping off
his clothes in order to “prove” Bran-
don is a female, and, later, when they
repeatedly assault and rape him. John
and Tom are outraged to learn that
they have been hanging around with a
“dyke.” The fact that “this dyke” also
has been making time with Lana, to-
ward whom John is obsessively propri-
etary, further inflames John’s anger.
After John and Tom ransack Bran-
don’s duffel bag and find a dildo, stuffed
socks, and a pamphlet on sexual iden-
tity crisis, they violently confront him.
As Brandon struggles and pleads with
them to let him go, they drag him into
the bathroom to strip him so they can
learn the “truth.” Seeing no evidence
of a penis, Tom yells at John to “Touch
it.” He won’t. Repulsed to realize that
his “little buddy” is not a “real man,”
John yells: “What the fuck are you?!”
While John holds him, Tom then pulls
down Brandon’s underwear, spreads
his legs and fingers his crotch, and then
says disgustedly, “Don’t look like no
sexual identity crisis to me.” As Tom
restrains a trembling and humiliated
Brandon, John yanks open the bath-
room door and yells at Lana, “Look at
your little boyfriend!” When Lana re-
fuses, John shoves her face next to
Brandon’s exposed genitals and forces
her to look. Despite the “evidence”
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that Brandon is not biologically a man,
Lana pleads with the two men to,
“Leave him alone,” which infuriates
John further. “Him? Him?!” he screams.

John’s and Tom’s rage toward Bran-
don and his successful masculine per-
formance is not satisfied with this hu-
miliation. They have been cuckolded
and they will make Brandon pay. The
men ambush Brandon outside Lana’s
home and drag him into their car. They
drive him to a deserted lot, haul him
out of the car, and order him to strip.
John ignores Brandon’s pleas to stop,
slugging him in the face instead and
shoving him into the back seat. While
they cheer each other on, John and
Tom take turns raping and beating
Brandon, proving to themselves that
they are the real men. It is a quintessen-
tial moment of heteromasculine privi-
lege. After Brandon reports his rape to
the local authorities, however, John
and Tom enact their ultimate privilege
and revenge upon Brandon for having
trespassed into their masculine do-
main, and having made them look like
fools. Despite John’s warnings to Bran-
don to “keep our little secret” or “I’ll
have to silence you permanently,”
Brandon files assault and rape com-
plaints against them. Clearly, the men
are in danger of being sent back to
prison. In the brutal murder scene that
follows, John and Tom find Brandon at
Candace’s farmhouse, where he has
been hiding since the rape. As John
points a gun at Brandon’s head, Lana
pleads with him, and looks at Brandon
asking tearfully, “Teena, why didn’t
you leave? We can still do it.” The
implication that Lana is willing to leave
Falls City with Brandon is the final
blow to John’s already threatened sense
of privileged masculine ego. He shoots
Brandon in the head, and after Bran-
don’s body lies on the floor, Tom vio-

lently stabs him and John fires another
shot into his body. Tom then turns his
gun on Candace, killing her in front of
her crying toddler.9

The assault and murder scenes func-
tion to expose the “rabid pathology
present in John and Tom’s conception
of masculinity, one which assumes that
committing acts of violence is their
natural birthright” (Anderson, 2000, p.
56). This perception of the acceptabil-
ity of violence as a male “privilege,”
particularly against women, is under-
lined immediately after Brandon is
raped when John reminds him that,
“You know you brought this on your-
self.” Brandon replies, “I know. This
whole thing is my fault.”10 Violence
and aggressive behavior have long been
part of the codes of masculinity in
American culture and, in particular, a
part of the image associated with the
macho-cowboy masculinity of Ameri-
ca’s heartland. Furthermore, media
rape narratives generally reinforce a
hegemonic masculine ideology in
which masculinity emerges as the “so-
lution rather than the cause of the vic-
timization of women through rape”
(Cuklanz, 1998, p. 444). But in con-
trast, the narratives of Boys Don’t Cry
suggest to spectators that Brandon is
not the one who is “sick”: “[I]t is male
heterosexuality—culturally assumed to
be a firmly entrenched, inalienable
identity—that shows the greatest signs
of sickness and is in dire need of recon-
figuration” (Anderson, p. 55).11 The
film’s depiction of John and Tom’s het-
eromasculinity as pathologically vio-
lent and brutally enacted has the effect
of making it more difficult to see their
response to Brandon’s “deception” as
some kind of “panic” and thus some-
how “defensible,” or to condemn Bran-
don’s masculine performance as “sick,”
which has typically been the case when

52

BOYS DON’T CRY MARCH 2002



individuals refuse to occupy their bio-
logically assigned gender (Anderson).12

Indeed, the media have long per-
petuated the perspective that individu-
als who do not conform to their as-
signed gender are abnormal and their
transgressive performance of gender is
unnatural (Bennett, 1998; Fejes & Pet-
rich, 1993). But the narrative structure
of Boys Don’t Cry suggests that the prob-
lem resides not in Brandon but, rather,
within the strict construction of norma-
tive masculinity and its inherent mi-
sogynist attitudes and sexual bigotry
that often lead to contempt for and
violence against those who challenge
the heterosexual norms. As a U.S. Mar-
shal said regarding the residents of Falls
City during the murder trials of Lotter
and Nissen: “They don’t view homo-
sexuals—don’t view people that are dif-
ferent from them—they don’t view them
as being equal. They think it’s OK. . . .
Well yeah, I can shoot her—you know,
she’s a lesbian, she’s a cross-dresser,
she’s a dyke. She’s less than human.
And they rationalize their actions by
that” (Muska & Oláfsdóttir, 1998).13

Thus, the narratives of Boys Don’t Cry
expose the bigoted mechanisms that
perpetuate and maintain dominant het-
eromasculinity, effectively dismantling
the ideals of normative masculinity and
making heterosexuality—instead of
transgressive sexuality—appear strange.
The next section discusses how, in con-
trast, the juxtaposition of a normalizing
female masculinity with the “strange-
ness” of hegemonic masculinity works
to center the queer by queering the
center of heteronormativity (Scheman,
1997) in the film’s narrative structure.

Centering Female Masculinity

The film’s Brandon Teena performs
stereotypical macho masculinity very
well, using the behavior of John and

Tom as role models. Brandon’s perfor-
mance of masculinity, however, can be
interpreted as operating on two levels
in the narratives: When Brandon tries
to establish his male identity with his
new buddies, he imitates the kind of
overly aggressive macho machismo
that John and Tom represent. But Lana
falls for Brandon because of his version
of masculinity, which contradicts and
challenges traditional assumptions
about what it takes to be a man and to
please a woman. Brandon’s articula-
tion of manhood effectively mocks sex-
ist masculine ideals and appropriates
the codes of normative masculinity.

Shapiro (1991) reminds us that
“transsexuals must work hard at pass-
ing in their new gender status” (p. 256)
in order to “live successfully in the
gender of choice, to be accepted as a
‘natural’ member of that gender”
(Stone, 1991, p. 296), and this is pre-
cisely what Brandon does. He meets
his male role models during a bar brawl
when Brandon tells a man to stop ha-
rassing Candace. Having survived this
masculine “rite of passage” (Anderson,
2000, p. 55), a bruised but proud Bran-
don is befriended by John and Tom,
who advise him that “if you’re gonna
get into fights over girls like Candace,
you gotta learn a few moves.” Bran-
don’s initiation into John and Tom’s
articulation of masculinity continues
when he accompanies them to Falls
City, and decides to stay and party
with them. “One more night, Tyson.
Come on, buddy,” John says. De-
lighted by John’s acceptance and the
reference to his bar fight, Brandon soon
finds himself in the midst of drunken
rowdies, taking turns at “bumper ski-
ing”—a macho contest where the goal is
to hold onto a rope and stand on the
rear bumper of a pickup truck as it
roars around a dirt track. John taunts
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Brandon into trying it: “Come on, stud.
Let’s go cowboy. . . . Go ahead. Be a
man.” Eager for acceptance and to prove
his masculinity, Brandon mounts the
pickup and flies around the field, falling
off three times before he quits. He is
flattered when John calls him a “crazy
little fucker.” When Lana later asks Bran-
don why he “let John tie you to the back
of a truck and drag you around like a
dog?” Brandon replies, “I just thought
that’s what guys do around here.”

But Brandon’s happiness over being
accepted as one of the boys is not as
great as his desire to win Lana, for
whom he developed an instant infatua-
tion. For this goal, Brandon seems to
know that he needs to be his own kind
of man, not the kind he sees in John
and Tom. Thus, when Brandon is inter-
acting with women, it is with a shy
sensitivity and tenderness that helps
redefine what is means to be a man. As
Brandon pursues a relationship with
Lana, he exhibits a new form of mascu-
linity—he’s the boyfriend young women
dream about. He’s sensitive, he buys
them gifts (although with stolen credit
cards and checks), and he’s a tender
lover who is more concerned with his
partner’s sexual gratification than his
own. When John asks her what she
sees in that “wuss,” Lana retorts, “I
know he’s no big he-man like you, but
there’s something about him.”14 Soon
John and Tom “find themselves deci-
sively ‘out-boyed’ by the handsome,
sexually adept newcomer” (Brooks,
2000, p. 44). As Halberstam (1994)
said of the FTM transsexual in the film
Vera, who is “more adept at masculin-
ity than most men could hope to be”
(p. 221), Brandon’s form of masculinity
is far more appealing to Lana, and
seems more “normal” than the violent,
abusive masculinity exhibited by ei-
ther John or Tom.

Peirce’s film, I argue, does far more
than simply celebrate Brandon’s abil-
ity to “outboy” the local males. The
prevailing image in the film’s narra-
tives is Brandon’s self-actualization as a
male. With rare exceptions, masculine
pronouns are used to refer to Brandon
throughout the movie, and in the few
instances in which “she” is used, those
referring to Brandon as a female are
typically the men whose manhood has
been threatened by his appropriation
of masculinity. Every time Brandon
looks himself in the mirror and ad-
mires the man he sees reflected, we are
encouraged to share that image, to see
him as a male and to share the “exhila-
ration he feels as a sexual being”
(Anderson, 2000, p. 54). From the film’s
opening scenes—Brandon dressed in
men’s Western-style clothes, admiring
his new haircut, and meeting his date
at a roller rink while the lyrics of
“You’re Just What I Needed” play
(Ocasek, 1987)—the underlying mes-
sage is that Brandon truly sees himself
as a man; therefore, living his life as a
man is not an abnormal or deceptive
act. As Shapiro (1991) explains,
“[T]ranssexuals commonly believe that
it is when they are trying to play the
role of their anatomical sex, as op-
posed to their subjectively experi-
enced gender, that they are trying to
pass as someone they are not” (p.
256).15 In Boys Don’t Cry, the narratives
privilege Brandon’s self-identity over
his biological body— Brandon Teena is
a man.16

There’s little history of a previous
life as a girl—in Boys Don’t Cry, Bran-
don’s real life begins as a young man.
Yet Peirce does not try to rationalize
Brandon’s transsexuality out of exis-
tence. His cousin Lonny ridicules him
for stuffing such a large sock in his
pants that it looks like a “deformity,”

54

BOYS DON’T CRY MARCH 2002



and taunts Brandon to admit that he’s
just a “dyke.” A gang of men, furious
that he has been sleeping with one of
their sisters, chases Brandon, calling
him a “Fucking dyke! Freak! Fucking
Faggot!” In another scene, Brandon’s
frustration is obvious when his men-
strual period begins and he is forced to
scavenge for tampons (which he shop-
lifts from a convenience store). Specta-
tors see the measures he must take in
order to enact his masculine identity:
binding his breasts and using a dildo or
stuffed socks to mimic a penis in his
jeans. Each of these scenes, however,
works to privilege Brandon’s self-defi-
nition as a man. As Erhart (1999) has
explained, the “co-presence of seem-
ingly mutually exclusive body parts
and accouterment . . . undermines nor-
mative understandings of two-sexed-
ness and renders powerful the respec-
tive performers” (p. 176). As a result,
the narratives of Boys Don’t Cry work to
demonstrate that the “way in which
transsexuals go about establishing their
gender in social interactions reminds
us that the basis on which we are as-
signed a gender in the first place (that
is, anatomical sex) is not what creates
the reality of gender in ongoing social
life” (Shapiro, 1991, p. 257).

Although Brandon finds himself in
the position of having to say, “I can
explain” to people, these scenes are
also framed to focus attention toward
Brandon’s confusion and frustration
over why any explanation is necessary,
why others can’t accept him for who
he believes he is. In this way, the narra-
tives encourage the recognition of Bran-
don’s own experiences of sexual iden-
tity and validate what he believes to be
his true nature. The underlying mes-
sage in all of the scenes in which Bran-
don must offer some explanation for
his masculine identity is that the confu-

sion surrounding his sexual identity
does not reside in him, but in others—in
the intolerance they feel toward those
who violate normative heterosexuality.

As the previous section argues, the
narratives of Boys Don’t Cry privilege an
alternative perspective of masculinity—
female masculinity—blurring the con-
ventional boundaries of sexual identity
and opening a space to experience gen-
der and sexuality as performative rather
than as biologically assigned. Bran-
don’s masculine performance confirms
the constructive nature of gender and,
in turn, disrupts heteronormativity’s
“antiquated categories” of sexuality: by
challenging the “naturalness of gender
. . . penises as well as masculinity be-
come artificial and constructible” (Hal-
berstam, 1994, pp. 214-215).

Blurring the Boundaries of Female
Masculinity

The narrative structure of Boys Don’t
Cry further confounds issues of gender
fluidity through the depiction of Lana
as she ignores her suspicions about
Brandon’s sexuality and, ultimately,
chooses to overlook contradictions be-
tween his gender identity and his bio-
logically assigned sex. For example,
she sees Brandon’s cleavage above his
bound breasts when they make love,
and Brandon pushes her hand away
when she reaches for his penis. Still,
she continues to date him and make
plans for their future together. In an-
other scene, Lana ignores the implica-
tions when Brandon is confined to the
women’s section of the jail. As he tries
to explain that, “Brandon’s not quite a
‘he,’ Brandon’s more like a ‘she,’” Lana
cuts him off: “Shut up. That’s your
business. I don’t care if you’re half
monkey or half ape.” Later when La-
na’s mother and John and Tom de-
mand proof of Brandon’s gender, Lana
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assures him, “I’m going to tell them
what we know is true. . . . I know you’re
a guy.” She tells them, “Mom, I seen
him in the full flesh. I seen it. I know
he’s a man.” Lana even refuses to deny
Brandon’s masculine identity after John
and Tom violently force her to look at
his genitals. And when Brandon
stumbles to Lana’s home after being
raped and beaten, her mother says, “I
don’t want it in my house.” But Lana
still calls him “he”: “Mom stop it. He’s
hurt. Call an ambulance! Now!”17

Near the end of the movie, Lana
does acknowledge Brandon’s birth
identity as a female, a narrative strat-
egy that refuses to “allow gender to
remain unproblematized” (Scheman,
1997, p, 127). Lana finds Brandon in a
run-down shed, where Candace has
allowed him to stay. Any doubt that
Lana knows he is not biologically male
is gone when she asks: “What were
you like? Before all this? Were you like
me? Like a girl-girl?” Brandon an-
swers, “Yeah, like a long time ago.
Then I guess I was just like a boy-girl,
then I was just a jerk. It’s weird, finally
everything felt right.” Further, it is Lana
who initiates their love-making. She
takes off Brandon’s shirt and sees him
naked for the first time. “I don’t know
if I’m gonna know how to do it,” she
confesses. After making love, the two
make plans to return to Lincoln to-
gether. Although Lana later changes
her mind about leaving town with Bran-
don, the implication in this scene is
that like the character of Annie in
Linda/Les & Annie, Lana “embraces the
ambiguity and constructiveness” (Hal-
berstam, 1994, p. 224) of Brandon’s
masculine identity.18 Rather than con-
form to what Halberstam (1998) re-
ferred to as heterosexuality’s “jarring
need to identify the feminine partner
of the transsexual man with normal

sexual aims and desires” (p. 156), the
film’s narratives make it possible to
read Lana’s behavior as more ambigu-
ous and, ultimately, as far more libera-
tory. By refusing to label Brandon as
exclusively male or transsexual, Boys
Don’t Cry represents Brandon in terms
of what Kate Bornstein refers to as a
“gender outlaw” (as cited in Halbers-
tam, 1994, p. 218), a representation
that negates the “reductive rhetoric of
inversion that suggests that one true
identity hides within an other waiting
for an opportunity to emerge” (p. 219).

Although it could be argued that by
depicting Lana as acknowledging Bran-
don’s birth sex Peirce has betrayed
Brandon’s self-definition as a male, I
would argue that this scene is libera-
tory precisely because it refuses to con-
form to heteronormativity’s categoriza-
tion of gender as exclusively male or
female. The ambiguity of Lana’s attrac-
tion to Brandon as a man on one hand,
and her acknowledgment and accep-
tance of his biological sex on the other
hand, subvert heteroideology and its
inherent oppression of sexual differ-
ence. As Scheman (1997) has sug-
gested, the “more important it is for
transsexuals to claim a stable and un-
problematic gender” and to maintain
an “illusion of the normality of ‘natu-
ral’ gendering. . . , the more conceptu-
ally dependent they are on their own
marginality, as rare exceptions to a
fundamentally natural dichotomy” (p.
146). Thus, depicting Lana and Bran-
don engaging in sexual relations even
when she has acknowledged Bran-
don’s biological sex can be read as a
liberatory strategy that works to blur
the dichotomous distinctions between
female and male. Rather than denying
Brandon’s sense of his sexual identity,
the final love-making scene between
Brandon and Lana has the effect of
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directing the gaze away from Bran-
don’s transsexuality, allowing the scene
to be read as affirming multiple sexual
identities, which was one of Peirce’s
stated goals for the film. “Society kept
forcing them [Brandon and Lana] into
these categories that I don’t think they
really needed. And that was so destruc-
tive,” Peirce said (Allen, 1999, p. 5). By
suggesting that Lana can love and de-
fend Brandon as a male, even though
she has acknowledged he is biologi-
cally a female, the film opens a space
for sexuality to escape being an ei-
ther-or proposition.

Thus, the seemingly conflicting de-
pictions of sexuality in Boys Don’t Cry
work to validate and to celebrate mul-
tiple expressions of gender and sexual-
ity. Further, by framing Brandon’s gen-
der performance as an example of
legitimate female expressions of mascu-
linity, the narratives of Boys Don’t Cry
throw into question the privileged
sexual definitions of what constitutes
“normal” masculinity and sexuality. In
so doing, the film “queers the center”
of normative heterosexuality by “cen-
tering the queer” in the narratives
(Scheman, 1997, p. 124). This celebra-
tion of female masculinity in Boys Don’t
Cry and the film’s departure from the
norms of hegemonic heterosexuality
render the unspeakability of sexual
transgression speakable, expanding the
heteronormative feminine-masculine
dichotomy and encouraging us as specta-
tors to reexamine our own definitions of
sexual identity and personal freedom.

“Gender Outlaws” and
Implications for Media

Analysis

It is perhaps preferable therefore to acknowledge
that gender is defined by its transitivity, that
sexuality manifests as multiple sexualities, and

that therefore we are all transsexuals.
There are no transsexuals.

(Halberstam, 1994, p. 226)

Among those who have chastised
the film industry for catering to the
majority, heterosexual audience is Vito
Russo (1986), who has said: “Main-
stream cinema is plainly chickenshit
when it comes to gay life and lives, and
it’s time we said so” (p. 34). Indeed,
mainstream media have a history of
allowing spectators to experience vi-
cariously the possibilities of transgress-
ing gender boundaries, but usually only
within the safety of comedic contexts
that assure audiences that heterosexual-
ity is never jeopardized (Williams,
1996, p. 273), and where gender is
categorized as if “genitals always, inevi-
tably outweigh agency” (Hale, 1998, p.
316). Thus, says Richard Dyer (1999),
“What we should be attacking in stereo-
types is the attempt of heterosexual
society to define us for ourselves, in
terms that inevitably fall short of the
‘ideal’ of heterosexuality” (p. 300). This
is precisely what I argue is accom-
plished in Boys Don’t Cry. Rather than
reassuring spectators that heterosexual-
ity is stable and secure, Kimberly
Peirce’s representation of Brandon
Teena and his female masculinity is
read here as a liberatory discourse,
exposing the arbitrary artificiality of
assuming a natural and immutable gen-
der and drawing attention to the dam-
age inflicted both by and upon a soci-
ety that requires individuals to deny
their varied and multiple experiences
of gender.

Peirce’s film has far broader libera-
tory and societal implications than just
contradicting media’s traditionally
negative stereotypes of sexual minori-
ties. Unlike narratives such as those
surrounding Ellen’s coming-out that fa-
cilitate “blindness toward” both “het-
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erosexism and homophobia” (Dow,
2001, p. 135), Boys Don’t Cry defies and
denies such blindness, graphically de-
picting the consequences of heteronor-
mativity’s bigotry toward gender trans-
gression and condemning the lack of
social or political change that could
help eradicate such prejudice. Film-
maker Peirce has explained that she
needed to make audiences understand
Brandon’s “journey and the violence
that was exacted upon him, because
that’s how you fight hate crimes”
(O’Sullivan, 1999, p. N49). For Peirce,
the most gratifying aspect of the ac-
claim her film received has been to
bring Brandon “into the mainstream,
and the audience is falling in love with
Brandon, which was the main point”
(“Kimberly Peirce,” 2000, p. 2).

Larry Gross (1996) reminds us that,
more than just entertainment, the mass
media are perhaps the most dominant
and pervasive storytellers in American
society (p. 159). We learn how to think
about the world—including about sexual
minorities—from mass media. As
Nangeroni (1999) observes, the “stigma
against transgender people is main-
tained by the media’s denigration and
disrespect. Crossdressers and trans-
sexuals have long been the butt of
jokes, regularly depicted as something

other than ‘normal,’ not worthy of re-
spect or even protection under the law”
(p. 17). For these reasons, films like
Boys Don’t Cry that privilege tolerance
and acceptance of gender fluidity have
the potential to help reduce the kind of
societal bigotry and intolerance that
result in hate crimes like Brandon
Teena’s murder. The harsh conse-
quences of such bigotry is underlined
by the film’s concluding soundtrack,
when we’re reminded that Brandon’s
dream of masculine self-actualization,
like his life, “ended way too soon”
(Stephenson, Robbins, & Dubois,
1998). As Gross suggests, honest media
portrayals of sexual minorities “have
the potential to reach the hearts and
minds of many Americans. This is rea-
son enough to continue the struggle to
transform the media” (p. 159). Close
critiques of media performance and
content is a vital part of that struggle.
While there are multiple ways to inter-
pret Boys Don’t Cry and other media
representations of sexuality, critical
readings such as this one, which privi-
lege gender fluidity and liberation from
heteronormative straightjackets, also
have the potential to contribute to
broadening our understandings of gen-
der and sexuality, in both mass media
and in society.

Notes
1For the purposes of my study, I’ll refer to Brandon Teena as a transsexual, following the

clarifications provided by Sandy Stone (1991), Nancy Nangeroni (1999) and Judith Halberstam
(1998). Transsexuals are individuals who identify “his or her gender identity with that of the
‘opposite’ gender” (Stone, p. 281). Thus, Halberstam cautioned that misusing pronouns—using the
pronoun “he” to refer to a MTF transsexual or “she” to refer to a FTM—is an insidious practice that
either attempts to rationalize transsexuals “out of existence,” (p. 150), or as Nangeroni explained,
“disregards and disrespects our most fundamental sense of ourselves. It’s about our choice to define
ourselves differently than our birth doctors, families, and society would define us” (p. 17). It is for
these reasons that many transgender activists insist that using “Brandon Teena” and “masculine
pronouns as markers of transsexual or transgender configurations of this young person’s identity
are the only correct modes of representation” (Hale, 1998, p. 313). Hence, I use “Brandon” rather
than “Teena” and masculine pronouns throughout this essay, unless citing a direct quotation from
another source that uses “Teena” or “she.”

2Most critics agreed that Peirce followed the events of Brandon’s life and death closely, and that
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her objectivity in the film’s narratives resulted in well-rounded depictions of all the film’s
characters, including Brandon’s murderers (e.g., Bloom, 1999; Strickler, 1999; Wu, 1999). My
study, however, is concerned less with the artistic license of Peirce’s film than with how the
narratives in Boys Don’t Cry construct a particular view of both Brandon Teena and issues of gender
and sexual fluidity.

3The purpose of my study is to articulate the potential of the film’s narratives to destablize the
privileged position of heteronormativity, particularly as relates to female masculinity. This
parallels some of Peirce’s own stated goals for Boys Don’t Cry. Therefore, although I make
references to instances in which my reading intersects with Peirce’s agency, my critique is not an
examination of Peirce’s intended meaning for the film.

4See for example: Doty (1993); Burston & Richardson (1995); Evans & Gamman (1995);
Hanson (1999); Mayne (2000); Nataf (1995); and Robertson (1996).

5For additional discussions of gender as performance, see for example: Butler (1987; 1990;
1993); Condit (1997); Doane (1982); and Moi (1985).

6Peirce explained to an interviewer that, “I identify as a queer rather than as straight, lesbian, or
gay. I like the term ‘queer’ because it gives me the freedom to express more aspects of my
personality—the boy side and the girl side” (Miller, 2000, p. 39).

7Before beginning the discussion, it is important to clarify that I come to this study from the
privileged position of a heterosexual. I have attempted to be aware of and sensitive to the rules for
writing about transsexuals suggested by Jacob Hale (1997). Two rules are particularly relevant to
my investigation of Boys Don’t Cry. First, Hale advises that non-transsexed individuals must
interrogate the motives for their interests in researching issues of transsexuality and sexual
difference. This is simple for me: my interests in gender transgression and challenges to heteronor-
mativity are deeply-rooted in the close relationship I shared with my gay brother, and my interests
have increased in the years since he lost his battle with AIDS. Hale’s next rule, however, is more
challenging. Hale suggests that the most appropriate way for nontranssexed individuals to
examine transsexual issues is to focus on what dominant cultural narratives tell us about
heteroideology and its consequences for everyone, rather than attempt to write and make conclu-
sions about transsexual subjectivity. Thus, as Hale and Scheman (1997) suggest, I’ve attempted to
complicate my privileged location as well as make a contribution to scholarship by examining how
female masculinity may transcend the “frame of anomaly” of heteroideology (Henderson, 2001, p.
22) in mediated popular culture.

8For legal reasons, Lisa Lambert, one of Lotter and Nissen’s murder victims, is portrayed as
Candace (Alicia Goranson) in the movie (O’Sullivan, 1999).

9For narrative coherence and simplicity, Peirce omitted the third murder victim, Philip DeVine,
from her script (O’Sullivan, 1999).

10That many men in this country consider committing acts of violence against women a part of
their natural birthright is difficult to dispute: “Male-perpetuated violence is a major cause of fear,
distress, injury, and even death for women in this country” (Koss, Goodman, Browne, Fitzgerald,
Keita, & Russo, 1994, p. ix). Further, the number one cause of injury to women ages 15–54 in the
United States is domestic violence (“Violence against,” 2001); and the United States has one of the
highest rates of reported rape among industrialized nations worldwide (Salholz, 1990).

11Peirce told interviewers that one reason Brandon’s rape and murder deeply resonated with her
was because the “violence [he experienced] with men was a violence I knew” (Che, 2000, p. 50).

12In her review of The Brandon Teena Story, Melissa Anderson (2000) says the documentary also
relates the rage exhibited by John and Tom to their sense of powerlessness, to living lives in which
“hope has been extinguished” (p. 55). The narratives of Boys Don’t Cry, I would argue, also suggest
that the men’s powerlessness had the effect of emasculating John’s and Tom’s sense of their
privileged masculinity: they had been trying to lash back at society, friends, and family long before
Brandon arrived in Falls City. Consequently, Brandon and his successful performance of transgres-
sive masculinity worked to exacerbate their already threatened heteromasculinity, and gave them
a target on which to vent their long-extant rage and to reassert their damaged masculinity.

13Such bigoted attitudes are not limited to the residents of heartland towns such as Falls City. For
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example, between the year when Matthew Shepard was murdered and the trial of Aaron
McKinney, one of the men convicted for his murder, 35 people who had transgressed their
biologically assigned gender are known to have been killed in America (Montgomery, 2000).
Among openly gay and lesbian individuals, over half report they have been victims of homopho-
bic violence (Singer & Deschamps, as cited in Dow, 2001, p. 136). Jeffrey Montgomery, executive
director of The Triangle Foundation, graphically summarized the problems facing individuals who
do not conform to normative heterosexuality in America: “[G]ay, lesbian, bisexual and transgen-
der people are at risk every day of their lives. Not only are we the group most at risk of violence, we
are most at risk of job discrimination, losing our families; homophobia retains its title as the last
socially acceptable form of bigotry” (p. 443). Further, as Montgomery reports, post-verdict
interviews with jury members in trials for some of these crimes indicate that many jurors believed
that if the murdered person had “made a homosexual advance,” then that person “deserved to die”
and the killer should “be let off easy” (p. 443).

14In explaining her attraction to Brandon, Lana Tisdel told documentary filmmakers Susan
Muska and Greta Oláfsdóttir (The Brandon Teena Story, 1998) that, “It was really nice being treated
like a lady instead of just like nothing, like dirt.”

15The term “passing” is associated with the idea of people trying to be accepted as someone they
are not, and the connotations are generally negative. For instance, passing was frequently used as a
negative reference to light-skinned African Americans who tried to live as White, a practice
America’s racist society viewed as deceitful and immoral. In contrast, sexual minorities often are
expected to pass as heterosexuals in order to conform to the “don’t ask, don’t tell” mentality
underlying society’s hetrosexism. Thus, many sexual minorities continue to pass as heterosexuals
in the workplace, the military, and with their families to avoid discrimination and bigotry. In
Brandon’s case, Sloop (2000) reports that the news media framed Brandon’s passing as a man as a
dishonest and vile affront against the citizens of Falls City, Nebraska. Yet, as Shapiro (1991) points
out, passing is an essential part of performing gender for transsexuals; the most critical aspect of a
transsexual’s success is to be accepted as a “natural” member of their chosen gender (p. 296). And
as Halberstam (1998) reminds us, transsexuals’ lives are often in physical danger when their
biological sex is discovered. Given such danger and prejudice as well as Brandon’s need to enact
his gender identity, Brandon’s decision to pass seems a valid and honest response, not only for
him, but also for others who must live their lives in a society that rejects and threatens them.

16JoAnn Brandon was angered when Hilary Swank referred to her daughter as a man, thanking
Brandon Teena rather than “Teena Brandon” when she accepted her Best Actress Oscar award
(“Swank speech,” 2000). Ms. Brandon insisted that the only reason her daughter passed as a man
was to keep men from touching her, because she had been sexually molested years earlier.
Considering the homophobic attitudes prevalent in Falls City (Jones, as cited in Barr, 2000, p. 48;
Muska & Oláfsdóttir, 1998), it is perhaps understandable that Ms. Brandon wanted to defend her
daughter as a “normal” heterosexual. Filmmaker Peirce has explained, however, that she never
intended to “tell the audience what is and isn’t true” (Leigh, 2000, p. 20), nor is that my intention in
this essay. The goal of my research was not to determine the “facts” of Brandon’s sexuality, but to
examine critically the film strategies used to depict issues of gender fluidity and female masculinity
in ways can be read as working to subvert heteronormativity. Thus, I don’t address Ms. Brandon’s
charges in my critique.

17Lana explained her continued denials despite her growing suspicions in The Brandon Teena
Story (Muska & Oláfsdóttir, 1998), and the film’s dialogue adheres closely to her explanations.

18Although Aphrodite Jones (as cited in Barr, 2000) states that Lana stopped dating Brandon
after she learned his biological sex, Lana seemed to contradict such claims when she was
interviewed and filmed for The Brandon Teena Story (Muska & Oláfsdóttir, 1998). For instance,
Muska and Oláfsdóttir assert that Brandon’s sexuality did not become a problem for Lana or his
other girlfriends until it became public knowledge, when homophobia became an issue because
Brandon’s girlfriends were labeled as lesbians (Yabroff, 1999). Since Falls City has a reputation as a
“very conservative, racist, and homophobic place” (Jones, as cited in Barr, p. 48), it is perhaps not
surprising that Lana Tisdel filed a defamation of character lawsuit against Peirce claiming that the
depiction of her relationship with Brandon in Boys Don’t Cry has made her the object of “contempt
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and ridicule” in Falls City, and as a result, she had been “scorned and/or abandoned by her friends
and family” (Barr, p. 48).

References
Allen, J. (1999, October 22). ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ filmmaker saw past violence to love. CNN.com

entertainment. [On-line]. Available: http://www8.cnn.com/SHOWBIZ/Movies/9910/22/boys.
dont.cry/index.html.

Anderson, M. (2000, February). The Brandon Teena Story—Boys Don’t Cry [Review of the films The
Brandon Teena Story and Boys Don’t Cry]. Cineaste, 25(2), 54-56.

Barr, L. (2000, May). The other woman. Brill’s Content, 3, 48.

Bennett, L. (1998). The perpetuation of prejudice in reporting on gays and lesbians: Time and
Newsweek: The first fifty years. (Research paper R-21). The Joan Shorenstein Center. Cambridge,
MA: President and Fellows of Harvard University.

Bloom, B. (1999). Boys Don’t Cry. [Review of the film Boys Don’t Cry]. [On-line]. Available:
http://us.imdb.com/Reviews/223/22390.

Brookey, R. A., & Westerfelhaus, R. (2001). Pistols and petticoats, piety and purity: To Wong Foo,
the queering of the American monomyth, and the marginalizing discourse of deification. Critical
Studies in Media Communication, 18, 141-156.

Brooks, X. (2000, April). Boys Don’t Cry. [Review of the film Boys Don’t Cry]. Sight and Sound, 10(4),
43-44.

Burston, P. & Richardson, C. (Eds.). (1995). A queer romance: Lesbians, gay men and popular culture.
London: Routledge.

Butler, J. (1987). Variations on sex and gender: Beauvoir, Wittig and Foucault. In S. Benhabib and
D. Cornell (Eds.), Feminism as critique (pp. 128-142). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity. New York: Routledge.

Butler, J. (1993). Bodies that matter: On the discursive limits of ‘sex’. New York: Routledge.

Che, C. (2000, January). Kimberly Peirce. Out, 74, 50.

Condit, C. M. (1997). In praise of eloquent diversity: Gender and rhetoric as public persuasion.
Women’s Studies in Communication, 20, 91-116.

Cuklanz, L. M. (1998). The masculine ideal: Rape in prime-time television, 1976-1978. Critical
Studies in Mass Communication, 15, 423-448.

de Lauretis, T. (1984). Alice doesn’t: Feminism, semiotics, cinema. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press.

de Lauretis, T. (1987). Technologies of gender: Essays on theory, film and fiction. Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press.

Doane, M. A. (1982). Film and the masquerade: Theorising the female spectator. Screen, 23(3/4),
74-87.

Doty, A. (1993). Making things perfectly queer. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Dow, B. J. (1996). Prime-time feminism: Television, media culture, and the women’s movement since 1970.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Dow, B. J. (2001). Ellen, television, and the politics of gay and lesbian visibility. Critical Studies in
Media Communication, 18, 123-140.

Dyer, R. (1992). Don’t look now: The instabilities of the male pin-up. In R. Dyer, Only entertainment
(pp. 103-119). London & New York: Routledge.

Dyer, R. (1999). Stereotyping. In L. Gross & J. D. Woods (Eds.), The Columbia Reader: On lesbians
and gay men in media, society, & politics (pp. 297-301). New York: Columbia University Press.

Erhart, J. (1999). Laura Mulvey meets Catherine Trammell meets the She-Man: Counter-history,

61

CSMC COOPER



reclamation, and incongruity in lesbian, gay, and queer film and media criticism. In T. Miller &
R. Stam (Eds.), A companion to film theory (pp. 165-181). Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Evans, C., & Gamman, L. (1995). The gaze revisited, or reviewing queer viewing. In P. Burston &
C. Richardson (Eds.), A queer romance: Lesbians, gay men and popular culture (pp. 13-56). London:
Routledge.

Fejes, F., & Petrich, K. (1993). Invisibility, homophobia and heterosexism: Lesbians, gays and the
media. Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 10, 396-422.

Gabriel, D. A. (1996, February 21). Brandon Teena Murderer sentenced. Janeway. [On-line].
Available: http://songweaver.com/gender/teena-sentencing.html.

Gross, L. (1996). Don’t ask, don’t tell: Lesbian and gay people in the media. In P. M. Lester (Ed.),
Images that injure: Pictorial stereotypes in the media (pp. 149-159). Westport, CT: Praeger.

Gross, L. (2001). The paradoxical politics of media representation. Critical Studies in Media
Communication, 18, 114-119.

Halberstam, J. (1994). F2M: The making of female masculinity. In L. Doan (Ed.), The lesbian
postmodern (pp. 210-228). New York: Columbia University Press.

Halberstam, J. (1998). Female masculinity. Durham, NC & London: Duke University Press.

Hale, J. (1997). Suggested rules for non-transsexuals writing about transsexuals, transsexuality,
transsexualism, or trans ____. [On-line]. Available: http://sandystone.com/hale.rules.html.

Hale, C. J. (1998). Consuming the living, dis(re)membering the dead in the butch/ftm borderlands.
GLQ, 4(2), 311-348.

Hanson, E. (1999). Out takes. Durham, NC & London: Duke University Press.

Henderson, L. (2001). Sexuality, feminism, media studies. Feminist Media Studies, 1(1), 17-24.

Holden, S. (1998, September 23). A rape and beating, later 3 murders and then the twist. [Review
of the documentary The Brandon Teena Story]. The New York Times, p. E5.

Jones, A. (1996). All she wanted: A true story of sexual deception and murder in America’s heartland. New
York: Pocket Books.

Kimberly Peirce—Boys Don’t Cry. (2000, March 21). [On-line]. gurl.com chat transcript. Available:
http://nj123abcus.tripod.com/kimberlypeirceboysdontcry/id7.html.

Koss, M. P., Goodman, L. A., Browne, A., Fitzgerald, L. F., Keita, G. P., & Russo, N. F. (1994). No
safe haven: Male violence against women at home, at work, and in the community. Washington, D.C.:
American Psychological Association.

Leigh, D. (2000, March). Boy wonder. [Interview with Kimberly Peirce]. Sight and Sound, 10(3),
18-20.

Maslin, J. (1999, October 1). Film Festival reviews: Sometimes accepting an identity means
accepting a fate, too. [Review of the film Boys Don’t Cry]. The New York Times, p. E10.

Mayne, J. (2000). Framed: Lesbians, feminists, and media culture. Minneapolis: University of Minne-
sota Press.

Messina, G. (Producer). (2000, August 24). Her secret life. 20/20. New York: ABC News.

Miller, F. (2000). Putting Teena Brandon’s story on film. Gay & Lesbian Review, VII (4), 39�.

Moi, T. (1985). Sexual/textual politics. New York: Routledge.

Montgomery, J. (2000, May 1). America . . . You kill me: “Gay panic defense.” Vital Speeches of the
Day, 66 (14), pp. 443-446.

Mulvey, L. (1975). Visual pleasure and narrative cinema. Screen, 16 (3), 6-18.
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