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Introduction

Kimberly Peirce’s Boys Don’t Cry (1999) dramatizes the life of Brandon Teena, a young transgender
man who was sexually assaulted and murdered in Nebraska in 1993. The original essay recognizes
themes of gender discrimination, hate violence, and law-enforcement failure, but it repeatedly
misgenders Brandon, describes him as a cross-dressing woman or lesbian, confuses the sequence of
events, and omits the other people killed. A responsible film analysis must use Brandon’s name and
pronouns, distinguish gender identity from sexual orientation, and avoid presenting violence as the
inevitable consequence of “deception.” The film is powerful and historically important, yet its
representation also requires criticism.

Film and Historical Background

Brandon Teena moved within communities around Falls City and Humboldt, Nebraska, and lived
socially as a man. On December 31, 1993, John Lotter and Thomas Nissen murdered Brandon, Lisa
Lambert, and Phillip DeVine at Lambert’'s home. The murders followed the assault Brandon reported
to law enforcement. The film adapts these events rather than reproducing them as documentary fact.
It combines people, alters chronology, and centers a romance between Brandon and Lana Tisdel.
Viewers should therefore separate the historical victims from characters shaped by screenplay and
performance. Calling Brandon'’s life “fictionalized” is accurate for the film’s form, but it must not make
the real violence or institutional failure seem imaginary.

Gender Identity, Not Costume

Brandon’s masculinity should not be reduced to clothing preference or “passing as a man.” Clothes,
hairstyle, voice, names, and social roles are ways a person communicates identity, but gender is not
created by one garment. The original essay describes Brandon as a female who wanted male freedom
and suffered a sexual identity crisis. That language frames his identity as confusion and implies that
violence resulted from violating dress norms. The film instead asks viewers to see how Brandon
experiences himself and seeks recognition from others. Gender identity and sexual orientation are
distinct: being a transgender man does not make Brandon a lesbian, and his relationships with
women do not determine whether his male identity is valid.
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The Opening and the Desire to Belong

The film’s early scenes emphasize motion, music, flirting, and Brandon’s desire for friendship and
intimacy. Hilary Swank’s performance presents alertness and improvisation: Brandon studies
gestures, adjusts stories, and tries to enter social spaces where masculinity is constantly tested.
These scenes make him more than a victim waiting for tragedy. He is funny, impulsive, affectionate,
and sometimes dishonest about parts of his past. The wish to belong is ordinary, while the risks are
intensified by transphobia and poverty. The film’s emotional force depends on allowing audiences to
participate in Brandon’s hope before showing how the community’s narrow rules turn recognition into
surveillance.

Masculinity and Social Policing

Lotter and Nissen embody a violent form of masculinity organized around dominance, humiliation,
alcohol, and control. Their threat is not that Brandon fails to perform manhood convincingly; it is that
his presence exposes masculinity as something socially performed by everyone. They protect their
status by policing who may claim male identity and by treating women and vulnerable people as
possessions. The title Boys Don’t Cry points toward the emotional restriction built into this culture.
Men are expected to suppress vulnerability while proving toughness publicly. Violence then becomes
a language through which insecurity is displaced onto another person. The film links transphobia with
broader gender hierarchy rather than presenting it as an isolated prejudice.

Brandon and Lana

The relationship between Brandon and Lana provides the film’s principal space of tenderness and
recognition. Lana’s response is not represented as a simple lesson in terminology; she encounters
Brandon through affection, attraction, uncertainty, and conflict. Their scenes allow the narrative to
imagine a life organized around possibility rather than exposure. At the same time, the romance can
simplify Lana’s historical position and make love appear capable of overcoming structural danger
without adequate support. Brandon’s need for affirmation may also encourage him to conceal
information that affects trust. The film is strongest when it treats both characters as people
negotiating limited choices, not symbols in a debate about whether identity is “real.”

The Assault Sequence and Spectatorship

The assault is central to the story but raises ethical questions about representation. Peirce uses
repetition and fragmented editing to communicate violation and the difficulty of reporting trauma.
The sequence condemns Lotter and Nissen, yet prolonged visual attention can also turn suffering into
spectacle for audiences outside the experience. Analysis should avoid reproducing graphic details
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unnecessarily. The important points are coercion, transphobic degradation, and the perpetrators’
effort to reassert control after discovering Brandon’s assigned sex. The assault does not reveal a truth
that Brandon deserved to have exposed. It reveals the attackers’ willingness to use the body as
evidence for a social category they violently enforce.

Law-Enforcement Failure

After the assault, Brandon reports to Sheriff Charles Laux. The interrogation shown in the film focuses
intrusively on Brandon’s anatomy and sexual behavior rather than treating him consistently as a
victim requiring protection. The historical civil case brought by Brandon’s mother alleged negligence,
wrongful death, and intentional infliction of emotional distress. In 2001, the Nebraska Supreme Court
addressed damages and the county’s responsibility in Brandon v. County of Richardson. The film’s
institutional critique is therefore not invented for dramatic convenience. It shows how disbelief,
humiliation, and failure to assess danger can amplify private violence. Neutral procedure is not
neutral when officials apply it through prejudice.

Victim Blaming and the Language of Deception

The original essay repeatedly describes Brandon’s identity as sexual deceit or deviance. That
framework resembles the perpetrators’ justification and shifts attention from their choices to his self-
presentation. People may debate specific lies Brandon told about age, history, or legal trouble, but
none provides moral or legal justification for assault or murder. Labeling a transgender identity itself
deceptive assumes that sex assigned at birth is the only legitimate truth and that others are entitled
to inspect a person’s body. The film demonstrates the danger of this assumption. Ethical analysis
holds perpetrators accountable for violence and evaluates Brandon’s individual decisions without
treating his gender as a fraud that provoked an understandable reaction.

The Omission of Phillip DeVine

One major limitation is the film’s omission of Phillip DeVine, a disabled Black man who was murdered
alongside Brandon and Lisa Lambert. Removing him narrows the crime into a primarily white
transgender tragedy and erases a victim whose race and disability complicate the social history.
Adaptations always select, but selection has political consequences. The omission makes the final
violence more closely serve the romance plot while reducing attention to the wider network of people
harmed by Lotter and Nissen. Contemporary viewers should name DeVine and Lambert when
discussing the case. Remembering all three victims resists the tendency to turn real deaths into
supporting material for one culturally legible narrative.
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Class, Place, and Limited Options

The film’s Nebraska setting is not simply a backward backdrop contrasted with enlightened urban life.
It portrays economic insecurity, unstable housing, informal work, legal trouble, and social worlds in
which belonging can depend on a small circle. Class conditions shape Brandon’s mobility and
vulnerability because money, transportation, documents, healthcare, and safe housing affect the
ability to leave danger. Lisa Henderson and other critics argue that the film links gender variance with
class longing and failure. This perspective prevents transphobia from being reduced to individual
ignorance. Violence occurs within institutions and material conditions that limit alternatives, although
poverty must never be used to excuse the perpetrators or stereotype rural communities as uniformly
hateful.

Performance and Casting

Hilary Swank’s performance received major awards and brought unprecedented mainstream attention
to a transgender male protagonist. Her physical precision and emotional openness help audiences
recognize Brandon’s desire and fear. The casting of a cisgender actress has also become part of the
film’s contested legacy. When transgender roles repeatedly go to cisgender performers, the industry
can celebrate transformation while denying trans actors comparable opportunity. Publicity may focus
on the actor’s bodily change rather than the character’s humanity. Both judgments can coexist:
Swank delivered an influential performance, and the production belongs to a period whose
representation practices should not define the limits of contemporary casting.

Trans Visibility and the Trauma Narrative

For many viewers, Boys Don’t Cry was one of the first widely distributed films centered on a
transgender man. Visibility can produce recognition, but the particular visibility offered here is
inseparable from assault and death. When the dominant stories about transgender people end in
punishment, audiences may learn sympathy while imagining tragedy as the natural shape of trans
life. The film includes romance, humor, and aspiration, yet its cultural memory is often organized
around suffering. A responsible contemporary reading places it within a broader demand for stories
about work, family, friendship, aging, creativity, and joy. Representation should remember violence
without making violence the only proof that transgender lives matter.

Psychological Interpretation

A psychological analysis should focus on trauma, identity development, belonging, stigma, and
institutional response rather than diagnosing Brandon from a film. Minority stress theory helps explain
how prejudice, expectation of rejection, concealment pressure, and discrimination can affect well-
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being. It does not treat transgender identity as the disorder. Brandon'’s risk-taking and inconsistent
stories can be examined as individual behavior shaped by youth, legal problems, need for

acceptance, and restricted options, but viewers lack the evidence for a clinical diagnosis. The most
psychologically revealing behavior belongs to the social environment: attackers convert insecurity
into domination, bystanders negotiate loyalty and fear, and officials allow bias to distort protection.

Conclusion

Boys Don’t Cry remains a significant film because it brought Brandon Teena'’s story and anti-
transgender violence into mainstream cinema through an emotionally compelling romance and
performance. Its themes include gender recognition, masculinity, class, belonging, victim blaming,
and institutional failure. Accurate analysis must identify Brandon as a transgender man, distinguish
gender identity from sexual orientation, and reject the idea that clothing or “deception” caused his
murder. The film’s omissions, especially Phillip DeVine, and its concentration on transgender suffering
require critical attention. Its enduring value lies not in presenting a complete historical record but in
opening questions about whose identities receive protection, whose testimony is believed, and how
cinema converts real loss into public memory.
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