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Introduction
Kimberly Peirce’s Boys Don’t Cry (1999) is a dramatized account of Brandon Teena, a young
transgender man who was sexually assaulted and murdered in Nebraska in 1993. The film is often
studied because it brought anti-transgender violence, rural class conditions, masculinity, institutional
failure, and the desire for social recognition into mainstream cinema. A careful analysis must
distinguish the real historical case from the screenplay, which compresses events, combines people,
and centers a romance between Brandon and Lana Tisdel. It must also distinguish gender identity
from sexual orientation. Brandon’s identity as a man is not explained by clothing, sexual partners, or
a desire to escape female social roles, and describing his life as simple “deception” reproduces the
logic used by his attackers. The film’s lasting importance comes from the way it shows how personal
intimacy, social belonging, prejudice, and institutional power become entangled, while its limitations
include the omission of other victims and a cultural legacy strongly centered on transgender
suffering.

Historical Context, Adaptation, and Brandon’s
Identity
Brandon Teena lived socially as a man in communities around Falls City and Humboldt, Nebraska. On
December 31, 1993, John Lotter and Thomas Nissen murdered Brandon, Lisa Lambert, and Phillip
DeVine at Lambert’s home after Brandon had reported an earlier sexual assault to law enforcement.
Peirce’s film adapts these events rather than reconstructing them as documentary history. Characters
are compressed, chronology is altered, and the Brandon-Lana romance becomes the emotional center
of the narrative. This distinction matters because viewers can easily assume that a feature film is a
complete historical record. A strong academic reading therefore keeps the real victims visible while
analyzing the choices made by the filmmakers. Adaptation can clarify themes and create emotional
focus, but it also selects which lives and experiences become culturally memorable. In this case, the
narrative makes Brandon highly visible while reducing the presence of others who were also harmed
by the same perpetrators.

Brandon’s gender should be analyzed as identity rather than costume. Clothing, hairstyle, voice,
names, and social behavior are ways people communicate identity, but they do not create a person’s
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gender by themselves. The film presents Brandon as seeking recognition as a man within a social
environment where masculinity is constantly observed and tested. His relationships with women do
not make him a lesbian because gender identity and sexual orientation are different dimensions of
personal experience. This distinction is essential for interpreting both the film and the historical
violence. Brandon may have concealed aspects of his past or made inconsistent claims about age and
legal trouble, but those individual choices are analytically separate from whether his male identity
was valid. The film becomes most ethically useful when the viewer resists treating transgender
existence itself as a falsehood that naturally provokes exposure or punishment.

Masculinity, Belonging, and Social Surveillance
The early sections of the film establish Brandon as more than a future victim. He is energetic,
flirtatious, impulsive, affectionate, and eager to build friendship and intimacy. Hilary Swank’s
performance emphasizes alertness and improvisation as Brandon studies social cues and tries to fit
into a community where masculinity is constantly performed. This matters because the emotional
force of the film depends on the possibility of ordinary belonging before the violence becomes
dominant. Brandon’s vulnerability comes not simply from personal difference but from a social
environment in which deviations from accepted gender roles are watched closely. The title Boys Don’t
Cry points toward one version of masculinity in which emotional vulnerability is suppressed and
toughness is demonstrated publicly. The culture depicted in the film does not merely reject
transgender identity; it also disciplines cisgender men through expectations of dominance,
aggression, and emotional control.

John Lotter and Thomas Nissen represent a violent form of masculine authority built around
humiliation, alcohol, control, and ownership. Their response to Brandon is not best understood as
confusion about biological facts. It is an attempt to restore a social hierarchy after Brandon’s
presence exposes masculinity as something that is socially recognized rather than automatically
guaranteed. Their violence is directed not only at Brandon’s body but at his claim to belong as a man.
The film therefore connects transphobia with a broader gender order in which women and vulnerable
men can be treated as possessions or threats to status. This interpretation prevents the attack from
being reduced to a private conflict between individuals. It shows how prejudice can become violent
when a social group treats identity boundaries as something that must be enforced through
domination.

Love, Disclosure, and the Politics of Recognition
The relationship between Brandon and Lana provides the film’s principal space of tenderness and
possibility. Lana responds to Brandon through attraction, affection, uncertainty, and loyalty rather
than through a simple ideological lesson about gender. Their scenes allow the narrative to imagine a
future organized around intimacy rather than exposure. At the same time, the romance raises
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questions about trust and disclosure because Brandon does not reveal every detail of his history
immediately. These tensions should be analyzed without collapsing them into the claim that
Brandon’s gender itself was fraudulent. People in intimate relationships can reasonably expect
honesty about matters that directly affect trust, but no failure of disclosure creates moral justification
for assault. The film is strongest when it shows two young people negotiating limited choices within a
hostile environment rather than turning one character into a symbol of perfect authenticity and the
other into a simple test of tolerance.

Recognition is one of the film’s central themes. Brandon seeks to be seen according to his own
understanding of himself, while others repeatedly attempt to define him through their own categories.
This conflict becomes especially intense when private bodily information is treated as public evidence
that overrides social identity. The film exposes how recognition can become a form of power: the
people around Brandon decide whether he will be addressed as a man, welcomed into male
friendship, desired romantically, ridiculed, or punished. For students, this makes the film useful for
thinking about identity as both personal and social. A person can know who they are while still
depending on institutions and communities for practical safety, legal recognition, employment,
housing, and ordinary belonging. The gap between self-knowledge and social recognition becomes
one of the sources of vulnerability dramatized by the film.

Sexual Violence, Victim Blaming, and Institutional
Failure
The assault sequence is central to the narrative but must be analyzed carefully because the
representation of sexual violence can easily become spectacle. Peirce uses repetition, fragmentation,
and shifts in perspective to communicate trauma and the difficulty of reporting what happened. The
important analytical point is not the graphic detail but the function of the assault: the attackers use
bodily violence to punish Brandon for crossing a gender boundary they believe they have the right to
enforce. The assault does not reveal a truth that Brandon deserved to have exposed. It reveals the
perpetrators’ willingness to use coercion and humiliation to reassert control. A responsible analysis
therefore avoids language suggesting that violence was an understandable response to “deception.”
Individual lies about personal history may be ethically questionable, but they do not transform rape or
murder into a foreseeable consequence for which the victim is partly responsible.

The film’s treatment of law enforcement extends this critique from private violence to institutional
response. After the assault, Brandon reports to Sheriff Charles Laux, and the questioning shown in the
film focuses intrusively on anatomy and sexual behavior instead of consistently treating him as a
victim requiring protection. The historical civil litigation later brought by Brandon’s mother addressed
questions of negligence, wrongful death, and emotional harm, demonstrating that institutional failure
was not invented solely for dramatic effect (Brandon v. County of Richardson, 2001). The scene
illustrates how formal procedure can become discriminatory when officials allow prejudice to shape
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what they consider relevant, credible, or deserving of urgency. The film’s larger argument is that
violence is intensified when institutions fail to protect people whose identities are already socially
marginalized.

Class, Place, Omission, and the Ethics of
Representation
The Nebraska setting should not be interpreted as a simple contrast between a backward rural
community and an enlightened urban world. The film depicts unstable housing, informal work,
poverty, legal trouble, substance use, and social networks in which belonging depends on a small
number of relationships. These material conditions shape vulnerability because money,
transportation, documents, employment, healthcare, and safe housing affect a person’s ability to
leave danger. Class therefore intersects with gender identity rather than serving as background
scenery. At the same time, poverty does not excuse violence and rural communities should not be
stereotyped as uniformly hateful. A more precise analysis asks how limited opportunities, strong local
surveillance, and dependence on small social networks can increase the consequences of exclusion
while leaving room for individual support and resistance.

One of the film’s most important limitations is the omission of Phillip DeVine, a disabled Black man
who was murdered alongside Brandon and Lisa Lambert. Removing DeVine narrows the crime into a
story centered mainly on white transgender tragedy and makes the final violence fit the romance
narrative more neatly. Adaptations always select, but selection has ethical and political consequences
because cultural memory often follows the version that receives the widest distribution.
Remembering Lisa Lambert and Phillip DeVine prevents the historical case from becoming supporting
material for one protagonist’s story. The film’s later cultural significance should therefore be
evaluated in two directions at once: it gave mainstream audiences unprecedented access to a
transgender male protagonist, yet it also simplified the network of people affected by the actual
crime.

Performance, Trans Visibility, and the Film’s
Legacy
Hilary Swank’s performance received major awards and helped make the film internationally visible.
Her physical control, emotional openness, and vulnerability give Brandon a complex presence rather
than reducing him to a social issue. At the same time, the casting of a cisgender actress has become
part of the film’s contested legacy because transgender roles have often been treated as
opportunities for cisgender performers while trans actors have faced restricted access to ordinary
roles. Both points can be acknowledged without contradiction: the performance was influential, and
the industry practices surrounding transgender representation have changed enough that the same
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casting decision would now be evaluated differently. Academic criticism should therefore examine not
only what appears on screen but also the production system that determines who gets to embody
particular identities and who receives recognition for doing so.

For many viewers, Boys Don’t Cry was one of the first widely distributed films centered on a
transgender man. That visibility mattered, but it was inseparable from assault and death. When the
most prominent stories about transgender people end in punishment, audiences may learn sympathy
while also internalizing tragedy as the expected narrative shape of trans life. The film contains humor,
desire, friendship, and aspiration, yet its cultural memory is often organized around suffering. A
responsible contemporary reading therefore places it within a broader demand for representations of
work, family, aging, friendship, creativity, and joy. Remembering anti-transgender violence remains
necessary, but visibility becomes more complete when transgender characters are allowed to exist in
stories where their humanity is not proven only through victimization.

Conclusion
Boys Don’t Cry remains significant because it brought Brandon Teena’s story and anti-transgender
violence into mainstream cinema while raising difficult questions about gender recognition,
masculinity, class, intimacy, victim blaming, and institutional responsibility. The film should not be
read as a complete historical record, and Brandon should be analyzed as a transgender man rather
than as a woman in disguise or as a person whose identity itself constituted deception. The assault
and murders resulted from the choices of the perpetrators, while law-enforcement failures show how
prejudice can magnify private violence through institutional neglect. The omission of Phillip DeVine
and the film’s emphasis on transgender suffering also require criticism. Its enduring academic value
lies in the questions it opens about who receives social recognition, whose testimony is believed, how
communities police identity, and how cinema transforms real lives and losses into public memory.
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