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FIVE

Trans* Representation

Transgender is a shape.

Jeanne Vacarro, “Feelings and Fractals” (2015)

A few years ago I attended a queer, transnational performance 
studies conference where a play was staged about a queer his
torical figure. This figure greatly resembled the gender-ambig
uous Juana Aguilar, researched by Maria Elena Martinez, whom 
I discussed earlier. And indeed, the play, staged by Mexican 
performance artist Jesusa Rodriguez, was based on Martinez’s 
research. Rather than receiving the play as an interesting piece 
of period theater, audience members became irate and angered 
by the depiction, especially since some parts of the life of 
the hermaphroditic character were played for comedic effect. 
The conference turned, overnight, from a wildly imaginative 
series of performances, talks, and theatre productions into a 
somber event filled with roundtables, short tables, long tables, 
and turned tables on what had gone wrong with this representa
tion of a “transgender” figure. The dramaturg was accused of 
transphobia, historical reference points were thrown to the 
wind, and many tears were shed. I later wrote a blog in response 
to what I had seen, and I linked the event and the hard feelings 
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it produced to calls for trigger warnings and protests that tar
geted queer cultural producers rather than homophobes and 
transphobes. My essay was received enthusiastically at first, but 
it quickly became obvious that my piece was the journalistic 
equivalent of waving a red flag at a rampaging bull. People 
accused me of all manner of perfidy, and one wit dubbed me the 
“sports dad of queer theory” for my grumpy attitude toward 
“the kids today.”

Since then there have been other, similar, transgender pro
tests of queer representation. I end this chapter with one such 
example, in an attempt to see what we can make of these battles 
over the project of representing trans* bodies. My goal is not at 
all to chastise young people or tut-tut about how young people 
have lost the plot on political engagement. After all, I am not a 
particularly skilled or dynamic activist myself. Rather, my goal 
has long been to try to understand the visual protocols for rep
resenting the trans* body, trans* experience, and trans* identity, 
be it in texts that are positive or negative, abstract or realistic. It 
is generally a good idea not to approach the visual materials 
documenting trans* life with a moral framework that leads only 
to adjudication; instead, we are better served by considering the 
formal methods by which trans* experience can be represented 
and the benefits and liabilities therein.

♦ ♦ ♦
In my 2005 book In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, 
Subcultural Lives I argued that the regular temporal frameworks 
that organize life expectations in Euro-American contexts were 
themselves part and parcel of a normalizing system that orients 
diverse communities with heterogeneous desires toward a 
remarkably narrow swath of life narratives. Those orderly and 
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predictable life narratives become the stuff of all kinds of gov
ernmental logics of rule and make possible everything from 
inheritance claims to insurance algorithms. If we situate queer
ness as a contrary temporal logic, we begin to see how and where 
and why certain bodies are perceived as threatening, destabiliz
ing, and aberrant. Reading queerness as an altered relation to 
time and place also takes us out of the ambit of stable social iden
tities and provides a non-identitarian language for social, sexual 
and political eccentricity. In this chapter I ask about the visual 
language that captures queerness, transitivity and trans* identi
ties across variables understandings of time and space.

Since I wrote In a Queer Time and Place, many other books have 
emerged on queer temporality. Elizabeth Freeman’s widely read 
Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories, for example, theo
rizes a queer history that can be found in “nonsequential time,” 
an erotic temporality that inheres to discontinuity, a “body’s 
microtemporalities,” and the libidinal pull of the anachronistic.1 
Similarly, Lee Edelman has used the notion of queer time to 
make visible the mostly hidden logics of political structures that 
draw us into hackneyed and normative formulations of self and 
politics by situating the future itself as a function of reproductive 
normativity.2 In a critique of Edelman’s rallying cry of “no 
future,” the late Jose Esteban Munoz, in Cruising Utopia, conjured 
the (im)possibility of “Brown futures,” offering instead a queer 
phenomenological vision of utopian horizons that allow for the 
possibility that “we are not yet queer” and that queerness is very 
much still to come.3 More recently, this conjuring of a queer 
future has preoccupied Black queer scholars such as Kara Keel
ing and Tavia Nyong’o, who have reminded us of the difference 
that race makes to the ways in which we imagine futurity, the 
archaic, the child, spoiled pasts, intransigent presents, and so on.4
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As part of the first wave of books on queer temporality, mine 
laid out the implications of a model of queerness that is not sim
ply about what kinds of bodies have sex with what kinds of bod
ies, but about different life narratives, alternative ways of being in 
relation to others, and new practices of occupying space. For 
example, I proposed that we might privilege friendship networks 
over extended families when assessing the structures of intimacy 
that sustain queer lives, and we might also think about transgen
derism in particular as not simply a contrapuntal relationship 
between bodily form and content but as an altered relation to 
seeing and being seen. Transgenderism, in other words, has never 
been simply a new identity among many others competing for 
space under the rainbow umbrella. Rather, it constitutes radi
cally new knowledge about the experience of being in a body and 
can be the basis for very different ways of seeing the world.

This is, at least in part, one of the arguments Kara Keeling 
makes in her work on race and transgender visuality. In an essay 
titled “Looking for M------ : Queer Temporality, Black Political
Possibility, and Poetry from the Future,” Keeling fuses a theory 
of anticolonial temporality gleaned from Fanon with an under
standing of the experience of cinematic affect taken from Deleuze 
to situate Black trans* futurity as something that exceeds the 
knowledge of conventional documentary film. Keeling develops 
this argument in “Looking for M------ ” to propose the appear
ance in Black film of an “impossible possibility,” or worlds and 
modes of being that escape “recognition, meaning, and valua
tion.” In Daniel Peddie’s film The Aggressives (2005J, a Black trans* 
character named M disappears and the filmmaker is unable to 
track hir down. For Keeling, The Aggressives provided a template 
for the dis-appearance of gender-queer Black bodies. M’s disap
pearance within the arc of the film is not simply unfortunate or 
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even tragic, it is rather a “political act” that resists the narrative 
closure which the film tries to impose on unruly lives and, just as 
importantly, refuses the classifications of LGBT by turning to 
the subcultural designation of “aggressives,” a term that does not 
neatly match up with L, G, B, or T. Keeling’s theoretically inno
vative reading disrupts the easy narratives of gender-variant 
lives that would place very different life narratives alongside 
each other under the headings of queer or trans and across time 
and space.

If, as Keeling’s work has shown, bodies often exceed the appa
ratuses (medical, cinematic, narrative, or social) available to rep
resent them, what methods should we use to track the disorderly 
histories of trans*? We also need to remember Sandy Stone’s 
important intervention in her “Posttranssexual Manifesto” from 
over twenty years ago. Stone argued against the standard narra
tives of transsexual identity that had been advanced by doctors, 
psychiatrists, feminists, and anthropologists, insisting instead on 
the importance of transsexuals self-representing and refusing 
to be the object of knowledge. Commenting on some popular 
accounts of transsexual life written by nontranssexuals—notably 
Gary Kates’s work on Chevalier d’Eon and Anne Bolin’s early 
ethnographies of “traversing gender”—Stone writes: “Both Kates’ 
and Bolin’s studies are in most respects excellent work, and were 
published in the same collection as an earlier version of this essay; 
but still there are no subjects in these discourses, only homoge
nized, totalized objects—fractally replicating earlier histories of 
minority discourses in the large. So when I speak the forgotten 
word, it will perhaps wake memories of other debates. The word 
is some”5 The fragmentation, segmentation, multiplicity of the 
category trans* can only emerge within an optic that recognizes 
trans* as a capacious and fluid category rather than a diagnosis.
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Seeing trans* bodies differently, then—not simply as trans 
bodies that provide an image of the nonnormative against which 
normative bodies can be discerned, but as bodies that are frag
mentary and internally contradictory, bodies that remap gender 
and its relations to race, place, class, and sexuality, bodies that 
are in pain or that represent a play of surfaces, bodies that sound 
different than they look, bodies that represent palimpsestic rela
tions to identity—means finding different visual, aural, and hap
tic codes through which to figure the experience of being in a 
body. After all, the trans* body is not so easy to represent, and the 
visual frame that captures such bodies either has to reveal sites of 
contradiction on the gender-variant body (through nakedness 
perhaps, which risks sensationalizing such bodies) or through 
other kinds of exposure, violent, intrusive, or otherwise.

Jeanne Vacarro has offered the experience of touch as an alter
native method for reading trans* bodies; she describes, under the 
heading “Handmade,” a logic of knowing that departs totally 
from the diagnostic forms of classification that have mediated 
trans* people’s ability to say who they are. Vacarro writes: “If we 
are to dislodge transgender from the event of its medicalization 
and meditate, alternatively, on the handmade dimensionality of 
experience, what might transgender come to mean? ... The 
handmade is a haptic, affective theorization of the transgender 
body, a mode of animating material experience and accumula
tive felt matter. As bodily feeling and sensation transform flesh 
parallel to diagnostic and administrative forces, a handmade ori
entation foregrounds the work of crafting identity.”6 This is a 
gorgeous understanding of embodiment through the world
making activities of craft and crafting, and it opens out onto visual 
methodologies deployed by various artists for representing with
out fetishizing bodies that might either seamlessly pass or seem 
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lodged between the systems of representation that promise to 
deliver orderly arrangements of binary gender to viewing audi
ences whose sense of visual pleasure depends on such tidy sys
tems. The haptic offers one path around the conundrum of a 
binary visual plane (what is not male appears to be female, what 

is not female appears to be male).
Indeed, the haptic offers a great aesthetic frame for trans* rep

resentation in general. As explained by theorist Laura Marks in 
her book Touch, the haptic is a sensory mode of perception that 
engages a model of knowing and perception that is not oriented 
toward mastery, not deployed simply at the level of the visual. 
The haptic both names the way the mind grasps for meanings 
that elude it while still holding on to the partial knowledge avail
able. It violates the opposition between subject and object and 
demands that the viewer/namer/authority feel implicated in the 
act of looking, naming, and judging. For Marks, the haptic is 
“a visual erotics that offers its object to the viewer but only on 
condition that its unknowability remain intact, and that the 
viewer, in coming closer, give up his or her own mastery.”7 As this 
quote indicates, hapticality organizes meaning, knowing, and see
ing in ways that exceed rational, sense-making enterprises and 
instead force the viewer to examine their own relations to truth 
and authenticity. This is a perfect frame for the trans body, 
which, in the end, does not seek to be seen and known but rather 
wishes to throw the organization of all bodies into doubt.

A great example of haptic work on trans* bodies that points to 
new forms of embodiment without seeking to know or master 
them can be found in the outlandish sculptures, goofy drawings, 
and loopy films by trans* artist Harry Dodge.8 His work partakes 
wholeheartedly and joyfully in the haptic while performing a 
practice given over to humor, hybridity, and exploration of the 
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unnameable. He identifies the unnamable in an interview as 
“anti-authoritarian leakage, overflow, and profusion.”9 His sculp
tures, made from discarded materials, trash, and found objects 
and materials, capture beautifully this other language for embod
iment—a play of surfaces, a humorous engagement with being, a 
flirtation with becoming, a reckoning with the “dynamic indeter
minacy” that trans* bodies point to and inhabit, narrate, and even 
historicize. In some of Dodge’s work, cheery objects point and 
wave to one another, and in drawings Dodge creates cartoonlike 
scenes within which hybrid but allegorical bodies speak in poetic 
ways to each other. In the pencil drawing “Lobster Boy (regard
ing articulation),” for example, a boyish figure holds up his gigan
tic claw of a hand and thinks: “The spirit of if I had each of my 
separate fingers lives in my heart.” Meanwhile, another figure, 
perhaps a rock, counters: “There’s not a name for everything.” 
This drawing is fantastical, imaginative, and hilarious. It opposes 
the desire to grasp meaning with the impossibility of naming, 
situating unknowability in many forms of able and disabled 
embodiment, not just the gender variable. The haptic, which 
describes a mode of sensing through touch, lives in the massive 
claw hands, in their pointing mechanisms, and in the rock’s pro
nouncement about unnameability. In visual artist Micha Carde
nas’s performances, too, the haptic frames the trans* body, in the 
form of wearable electronics, immersive virtual environments, 
and various forms of hacktivism and new media productive of 
what she calls “transrealities.”10

Scholars like Jeanne Vacarro have offered the language of the 
haptic as an alternative to the medical, the legal, and the media
tized will to know and as a remapping of the gendered body, not 
around having or lacking the phallus but around manipulating 
and knowing via the hand, the finger, the arm, the body in bits 



92 / Trans* Representations

and pieces. The haptic body and the haptic self are not known in 
advance but improvised over and over on behalf of a willful and 
freeing sense of bewilderment.

Taking the haptic as well as the sense of queer temporality 
and the unnameable and unknowable experience of embodi
ment as our foundation, let’s examine how trans* bodies have 
been represented over the past two decades—what kinds of con
testations have emerged about these representations—and then 
think through some indefinite, nonspecific, and open-ended 
approaches to trans* representation.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, some films were in circula
tion that took the transgender body as their topic or that 
deployed the transgender body as a metaphor for other unstable 
forms of identity. But most films featuring trans* identities still 
cast transgenderism as a kind of aberration, as something in 
need of explanation, or as a symbol for illegible social identities. 
That said, in the 1990s mainstream cinema parted ways with the 
tendency to represent transgender people as mad, bad, and dan
gerous. Films like Brian De Palma’s Dressed to Kill from 1980, not 
to mention Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho from i960, had made the 
connection between gender variance and serial murder seem 
obvious and inevitable. But that changed when three different 
films shifted the protocols for conventional cinematic represen
tations of transgender lives.

THE CRYING GAME, DIRECTED BY NEIL JORDAN (1992) In Some 
films, but most notably in Neil Jordan’s The Crying Game, the 
transgender body came to serve as a metaphor for other sites of 
instability and for the fraught and contradictory sets of political 
commitments that accumulate around and through race, nation, 
and class. In this film, the trans* character Dil (Jaye Davidson) 
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provides an occasion for an extended discourse on appearance 
and reality, the Irish Republican Army (IRA) versus English 
nationalism, and racist and transphobic fetishism. For all its 
fetishistic looking at the Black trans* body, however, the film did 
manage to situate transgenderism within a larger political and 
social context and as part of an ongoing revolutionary project. 
The story involves a Black English soldier, Jody (Forest Whita
ker), kidnapped by IRA members Fergus (Stephen Rea) and 
Jude (Miranda Richardson), who dies while trying to escape, 
but not before he forms a bond with Fergus and asks him to visit 
his girlfriend, Dil, in London. Fergus follows through on his 
promise, and the subsequent encounter leads to romance and 
the revelation of her transgenderism.

Despite Fergus’s revulsion when he confronts Dil’s “incom
plete” transition—namely, her penis—the film allows a learning 
curve for the main characters. Fergus and Dil learn what Jody 
had already known, namely that all forms of nationalism require 
fictions of the natural, the communal, and the unified, when in 
fact the only thing holding people together is fear and violence. 
In this configuration, each character finds themself both inside 
and outside of national belonging, and Dil’s mismatched body 
becomes a symbol for the patchwork of social contradictions 
that nationalisms attempt to smooth over. The film also high
lighted erotic tensions between the transgender woman and the 
cis-gender man, and while Fergus’s first reaction to Dil’s embod
iment was revulsion, the film tracks an unorthodox trajectory 
for his desire, within which neither Dil’s gender nor Fergus’s 
sexual orientation is definitively fixed.

boys don’t cry, directed by kim peirce (1999) Boys Don't 
Cry by Kim Peirce is the breakthrough film for thinking about the 
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trans* body as simultaneously viable and vulnerable, sexy and 
powerful. This film about the real-life murder of a trans*masculine 
youth, Brandon Teena, was sensitive to the ambiguity of Brandon 
Teena’s embodiment and expansive on his desires and gender 
practices.

In my earlier readings of the film, I accounted for a “trans
gender gaze” within which time, space, desire, and embodied 
identification all splinter, representing a collapse of the matrices 
of gender and sexuality.11 While certain shots through a car’s 
windshield give viewers a sense of the beauty and desolation of 
the Nebraska landscape, jump cuts collapse time and space, fan
tasy and reality, reminding us that the trans* body not only asks 
that we slow down the lightning-fast calculations by which we 
assign genders to bodies, but also stalls systems of signification 
that attach masculinity to maleness, femininity to femaleness, 
leaving nothing in between. In Boys Don't Cry, the murder of 
Brandon Teena, whose gender has been recognized by the 
young woman he loves but not by her family and friends, repre
sents the shattered and uneven nature of the reception of trans* 
visuality. The film eloquently conjures the shared vision of the 
trans* person and their lover, even as it confronts the violence 
that seeks to destroy that vision.

In my original reading of the film, I noted how we move with 
this film from looking or staring at the transgender body to see
ing the world through hir eyes. This is captured most effectively 
in a brutal sequence where Brandon is exposed by local men and 
where he momentarily leaves his body, allowing him to see him
self being displayed. I then explored the cinematic techniques 
that allow viewers to participate in a “transgender gaze” or 
“glance.” Experimental interludes in this film give us access, as 
viewers, not only to the experience of transgenderism—as a 
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split, a contradiction (pleasurable or otherwise), a friction—but 
also to the experience of those who desire transgender people. 
The film made Brandon Teena into a cultural hero, a martyr, 
and a victim. Later I will recount what happened when a group 
of activists at a U.S. college, fifteen years after its release, under
stood Boys Don’t Cry as a transphobic film organized around the 
dismantling of a young transsexual man’s body.

BY HOOK OR BY CROOK, DIRECTED BY HARRY DODGE AND SILAS 

Howard (2001) Finally, there is Dodge/Howard’s brilliant 
independent film By Hook or by Crook, which focuses on trans* 
friendship, shared masculinities, the quest narrative, and road 
movie as a metaphor for transition and the nature of love in 
trans* contexts. This film was pioneering in terms of its ability 
to create a truly alternative vision while making no concessions 
to a straight viewer. By Hook of by Crook is the story of a friendship 
between two trans* masculine subjects. The transgender figures 
are just “he,” with no explanation for their eccentric gendering 
given. Instead, the film highlights intimate bonds, sex, and love 
as the real themes of the film, showing the buddies on a quest 
that has no stable outcome; it is a road movie without an obvious 
destination. The quest functions instead as a metaphor for “con
tinuous transition”—one of the features of trans* identity that 
makes it different from transsexualism. Here, the trans* charac
ter of Valentine in particular (played by Dodge) becomes a quix
otic figure tilting not only at conventional gender norms but also 
at normative notions of family, sex, love, and belonging.

Looking at these films, one must remember and try to recreate 
the context in which they originally appeared. In the late 1990s 
and early 2000s transgenderism, and particularly transsexualism, 
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was very much a focus of talk shows and media fascination. The 
media dealt with transsexuality as an exotic phenomenon for 
which the public was not ready. The mainstream media repre
sented transgender people as “dysphoric,” dishonest, disoriented, 
or worse, and this sense of disorientation, rather than being 
folded into a general postmodern condition, was cast as uninhab
itable and pathologically unstable. Transgender bodies, indeed, 
represented a condition of radical instability against which other 
gendered identities appeared legible, knowable, and natural.

So far, I have argued that the representation of transgender
ism depends on a repudiation of the veracity of the visual (pass
ing), an embrace of the haptic (unknowing), and a narrative 
framework of continual transition (becoming). In earlier texts 
filmmakers and artists have used a number of techniques to vis
ualize the trans* body without reducing it to the binary template 
of male or female, and so we have witnessed the representation 
of the self as split (Boys Don't Cry), the representation of the body 
as inherently unstable and contradictory (The Crying Game), and 
the representation of the body as an absurd site that eludes lin
guistic and visual codes (By Hook or by Crook as well as Dodge’s 
artwork). As a result of these pioneering elforts, contemporary 
filmmakers and television producers are neither trying to garner 
recognition of the trans* body nor claiming it as exceptional. 
Influenced by the work of Jin Haritawarn, Riley Snorton, and 
Jasbir Puar on transnormalization, by Mel Chen on the materi
ality of grammar, and by Nikki Sullivan and others on the 
meaning of somatechnics, contemporary visual artists astutely 
rethink the intersections between technology, embodiment, 
identity, and biopolitical mechanisms of control.12 In this way, in 
contemporary art and culture we can begin to rethink gender 
histories, the role of technology in reimagining the body and 
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the interactions between bodies and landscapes/spaces, and 

dynamics of race, class, and ability.
In the contemporary landscape of representation, television 

has become more dominant than cinema; with its episodic struc
ture and evolving plot lines, TV series allow for much more 
information and contradiction to enter into the representation 
of complex lives. An excellent example for our purposes is 
Transparent (2014-present), created and directed by Jill Soloway. 
In its first season, Rolling Stone credited it with “making the world 
safer for trans people”; Out dubbed it the first show to handle 
properly not only transgenderism but also bisexuality; and the 
Advocate called Transparent, simply, “great television.”15 Telling 
the story of a dysfunctional Jewish family in Los Angeles that 
falls apart and regroups around the patriarch’s revelation of her 
transition from male to female, Transparent covers new ground 
for television. The refusal to trade only in positive images of 
trans people, never mind Jews, lesbians, female rabbis, and butch 
security guards, makes it unique in the media history of queer 
representation. Though less avant-garde than Dodge/Howard’s 
work, Transparent nonetheless builds upon the carefully crafted 
trans* regimes of representation that came before it. (Indeed, 
Silas Howard is a regular director of episodes of Transparent) 
The series showcases some new techniques of representation in 
relation to the transgender body. And as in Sara Davidmanns 
text Ken. To Be Destroyed (examined in chapter 4), the narrative of 
the trans* body appears both in relation to contemporary Jewish 

life and under the sign of potential destruction.
The challenge for Transparent lies in its ability to represent a 

specific trans experience (“someness,” in Sandy Stones terms) 
without making it representative of all trans experience. The show 
manages to convey, with some subtlety, the relief of coming out, 
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the stress of feeling exposed, the sadness of being late to the table. 
With a writing team that includes queer writer Ali Liebegott and 
consultants who include artists Zachary Drucker and Rhys Ernst, 
Transparent made the wise decision to work with trans people’s own 
narratives rather than to cleave faithfully to Jill Soloway’s autobio
graphical story. Soloway’s experience with her father’s transition 
still forms the spine of the piece, but it is rounded out with a clutch 
of other stories about aging, sexual experimentation, addiction, 
sibling tension, and so on. Aspects of this episodic TV series stand 
out from previous trans representations: it is not committed to 
repairing the negative facets of representations of transgenderism, 
for example, but it also refuses to situate the trans* body as a lonely 
and singular entity. Rather, the trans* characters (some of whom 
appear in the present, some in a Jewish past in prewar Berlin) all 
appear in relation to and firmly within real-world events. The 
appearance of trans* characters throughout the series also offers 
critiques of the family and of all idealized notions of community.

Transparent continuously flirts with the archive of negative 
representations of trans* life and identities. Thus, part of the 
framing of Maura, the trans-parent, is as a wealthy person who 
has been cloistered in privilege and whose trans* identity means 
something very different from those of the trans* women she 
meets out in the “community.” In season three, for example, 
Maura staffs an LGBT crisis hotline, and after taking a call 
from a troubled queer trans* person of color, Elizah, she goes off 
on a wild goose chase to find and potentially “save” this woman. 
The script pillories this rescue mission, however, and it is Maura 
who ends up in the hospital, not the object of her ministrations.

Transparent beautifully shows how the bourgeois family 
expands to embrace its own, even when its “own” is an aging 
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patriarch turned transwoman, and it gives audiences a warts- 
and-all view into trans* life. Indeed, perhaps because Transpar
ent is a TV series, it has to produce and invest not only in char
acters who are basically good people, trying hard and forging 
new ground, but also in those who screw up, hurt each other, 
and take two steps back for every one step forward. The range of 
characters is far-ranging and complex, as in real life.

Some transgender audiences of Transparent have complained 
that neither Jill Soloway nor the actor playing Maura, Jeffrey 
Tambor, is transgender. Tambor himself, in accepting his second 
Emmy Award for the role, urged producers and directors to “give 
transgender talent a chance.” Not only that, but “give them audi
tions. Give them their story. Do that. And also, one more thing, I 
would not be unhappy were I the last cisgender male playing a 
female transgender on television. We have work to do.”14

We have work to do. In this extraordinarily self-aware speech, 
Tambor made excellent use of his position as perhaps one of the 
most beloved transgender characters in the history of visual 
representation. But transgender activists, never mind transgen
der actors, remain irritated, to say the least, by the long history 
of casting nontransgender actors in transgender roles. Trans- 
america starred Felicity Huffman as a preoperative transsexual 
woman; The Dallas Buyers Club starred Jared Leto as a trans 
woman with AIDS; and of course, Boys Don’t Cry starred Hilary 
Swank as Brandon Teena, the young trans* masculine youth 
who was killed for passing as male.

In recent years, transgender audiences have become more and 
more incensed by the casting of nontransgender actors, and a 
number of skirmishes have broken out over this practice. These 
skirmishes are symptomatic of a deeply felt sense of the injustice 
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of having one’s life depicted by people who have benefited from 
the binary of normative and nonnormative genders. But these 
protests also misrecognize the longer arc of trans* representa
tion, a trajectory I have tried to sketch here, and there is a ten
dency to try to adjudicate the injustice in relation not to new 
films and TV shows but to films like Boys Don’t Cry, retroactively 
critiquing and calling for a reckoning with the way that visual 
culture has framed transgender life. While I am sympathetic to 
such attempts to address a history of unfair and often toxic rep
resentations, I also want to consider the many ways we can refuse, 
resist, and recast these visual mechanisms in the present. I there
fore close this chapter with an account of an event that unites 
both some of the tensions expressed in chapter 4 about trans* 
generational conflict and new tensions over the representation of 
trans* lives in an age of social media.

The film Boys Don’t Cry was made in 1999. It took years to 
research, fund, cast, and shoot; was released to superb reviews; 
and went on to garner awards and praise for the lead actor, 
Hilary Swank, and the young director, Kim Peirce, not to men
tion the film’s production team led by Christine Vachon. The 
film was hard hitting, visually innovative, and marked a massive 
breakthrough in the representation of gender-variant bodies. 
While there were certainly debates about decisions that Peirce 
made within the film’s narrative arc (the omission of the murder 
of an African American friend, Philip DeVine, at the same time 
that Brandon was killed), Boys Don’t Cry was received at the time 
as a magnificent film honoring the life of a gender-queer youth 
and conveying cinematically a sense of the jeopardy of gender
variant experiences. It was also seen as a sensitive depiction of 
life in small-town U.S.A. Kim Peirce went on to speak widely 
about the film in public venues, explaining her relationship to 



Trans* Representations / ioi

the subject matter of gender variance, working-class life, and 
gender- based violence.

In a screening of the film in 2016, with Peirce as a speaker, 
younger audiences took offense at the film and accused the film
maker of making money off the representation of violence 
against trans people. This happened when Peirce showed up to 
speak at a special screening of the film at Reed College in Ore
gon, just days after the presidential election in November 2016. 
Unbeknownst to the organizers of the screening, student pro
testers had removed posters from around campus that adver
tised the film and lecture, and they arrived early to the cinema 
on the night of the screening to hang new posters. These post
ers voiced a range of reactions to the film, including “You 
don’t fucking get it!” and “Fuck Your Transphobia!” as well as 
“Trans Lives Do Not Equal $$.” To cap it all off, the sign hung 
on the podium read: “Fuck this cis white bitch”!! The protesters 
waited until after the film had screened (at Peirce’s request), 
then entered the auditorium shouting, “Fuck your respectabi
lity politics,” and yelling over her commentary. Peirce finally 
left the room. After establishing some ground rules for a dis
cussion, Peirce returned, but the conversation again got out of 
hand, and finally a student yelled at Peirce: “Fuck you, scared 
bitch.” At which point the protesters filed out and Peirce left 
campus.

This is an astonishing set of events to reckon with for those of 
us who remember the events surrounding Brandon Teena’s mur
der, the debates in the months that followed over Brandon Tee
na’s identity, and, later, the reception of the film itself. The mur
der of Brandon Teena spurred early transgender activists into 
action, and many showed up at the trial of his killers. Despite 
much discussion at the time about whether Brandon was “butch” 
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or “transgender,” queer and transgender audiences were mostly 
satisfied with the depiction of Brandon Teena in Boys Don't Cry. 
The film appealed to many audiences, queer and straight, and it 
continues to play around the world.

The accounts of this protest give evidence of enormous vit
riol, much of it blatantly misogynist (the repeated use of the word 
“bitch,” for example), directed at a queer, butch filmmaker, and 
they leave us with an enormous number of questions about rep
resentational dynamics, clashes between different historical par
adigms of queer and transgender life, and the expression of queer 
anger that, instead of being directed at murderous enemies in the 
mainstream of American political life, has been turned onto 
independent filmmakers within the queer and LGBT communi
ties. After this incident at Reed, I heard from other students that 
they, too, felt “uncomfortable” with the representations of trans
gender life and death in Boys Don’t Cry.

How might we respond to these objections in ways that do 
not dismiss the feelings of the students but that ask for different 
relations to protest, to the reading of complex texts, and to how 
anger about transphobic and homophobic texts might be 
directed? Here are a few thoughts.

We need to situate this film properly within the history of the represen
tation of transgender characters. At the time that Peirce made Boys 
Don't Cry, most films featured transgender people only as mon
sters, killers, sociopaths, or isolated misfits (e.g., Psycho [Hitch
cock, i960]; Dressed To Kill [de Palma, 1980]; The Silence of The 
Lambs [Demme, 1991]). Few treated transgender people with 
even a modicum of comprehension, and even fewer dealt with 
the transphobic environments that were part of hetero normative 
family life. Very few films prior to Boys focused on transgender 
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masculinity at all, and when transgender male characters did 
appear in film, they were often depicted as women who passed 
as men for pragmatic reasons (, e.g., The Ballad of Little Jo, 1993) or 
as androgynous figures of whimsy (e.g., Orlando, 1992). Boys Don’t 
Cry is the first film in history to build a credible story line around 
the credible masculinity of a credible trans-masculine figure. 
Period.

We cannot always demand a perfect match between directors, actors, 
and the material in any given narrative. As a masculine person from 
a working-class background who had experienced sexual abuse, 
Peirce identified strongly with the life and struggles of Brandon 
Teena. Peirce, though not a transgender man, is gender variant. 
The film she produced was sensitive to Brandon Teena’s social 
environment, his gender identity, his hard upbringing, and his 
struggle to understand himself and to be understood by others. 
If Peirce told a story in which the transgender body was pun
ished, she did so not in order to participate in that punishment 
but because it would have been dishonest to tell the story any 
other way. The violence he suffered stood, at the time, as 
emblematic of the many forms of violence that transgender peo
ple suffered, and it called on the audiences of the film to rebuke 
the world in which such violence was commonplace.

Transgender actors should play transgender roles, but that is not always 
possible and certainly was a long shot at the time Peirce made her film. 
Peirce conducted a national search for a trans-masculine actor for 
Boys Don’t Cry. She did screen tests with many trans-identified 
people, and she ultimately gave the role to the best actor available 
who was credible as a young female-bodied person passing for 
male. That actor was Hilary Swank, best known at the time for 
her role in The Next Karate Kid and occasional appearances on Buffy 
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the Vampire Slayer. It was vital to have a strong performer in the role 
of Brandon Teena, and Swank was cast accordingly. Also, why 
should a transgender actor only play transgender roles—shouldn’t 
we be asking cis-gendered directors to cast transgender men and 
women as romantic leads, dramatic protagonists, superheroes, 
and so forth?

We should not be asking forfilms to make detours around scenes of sexual 
violence; instead, we should be asking what we actually mean by violence in 
any given context. In Boys Don't Cry, the rape scene was brutal, 
hard to shoot, hard to act in, and overall a difficult, emotionally 
draining piece of filmmaking. But it is also a crucial part of the 
film, a way of representing faithfully the brutal violence that 
at the time was meted out regularly to gender-nonconforming 
bodies, and it was true to the specific fate of Brandon Teena. The 
brutality of the rape also cuts in and out of scenes in the police 
station as Brandon Teena reports the rape. The police treat Bran
don as a “girl” who must have been “pleased” by the attention of 
the young men, whom they consider normal, sexual subjects. 
Thus, the rape scene damns the police, highlights the role of vio
lence in the enforcement of normativity, and draws the audience’s 
sympathies to Brandon in a way that makes transphobia morally 
reprehensible.

When we target scenes of rape and sexual violence in inde
pendent films about historical characters and call them unwatch- 
able, we are making it difficult to grapple with all kinds of his
torical material that involves systemic violence and oppression. 
But we are also limiting the meaning of “violence” to physical 
assault. As so many theorists have shown, violence can also 
appear in the form of civility, empathy, absence, indifference, 
and non-appearance.15 Violence is the glue of contemporary 
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representation: we regularly watch films in which cars are blown 
up (every film with a chase scene); planes are shot down (many 
films featuring Tom Cruise or James Bond); superheroes sweep 
the streets of evil, taking out hundreds of people at a time (Iron 
Man but also Ghostbusters')-, tidal waves destroy entire cities (Deep 
Impact)-, complete colonies of fish are swallowed up by maraud
ing sharks (Finding Nemo)-, aliens land and eliminate buildings 
(The War of the Worlds)-, zombie mobs chase humans and slowly 
eat them (The Walking Dead)—and so forth and so on. To focus 
solely on sexual violence and ignore the more general context of 
cinematic violence, never mind taking complaints only to queer 
directors who are struggling to represent queer life rather than 
to straight directors ignoring queer and trans* life, betrays a 
limited vision of representational systems and ideologies and 
ultimately leaves those systems and their biases completely 
intact.

The incident at Reed College offers an example of how hard it 
can be to share activist goals across different generations of peo
ple who experience their marginalized identities very differently 
and who may or may not be able to access and identify with the 
experiences of those who came before or after them. I offer the 
account of this screening and what followed not to mark it as out
rageous or extraordinary but to highlight how central film and 
video were to struggles around visibility and viability in the 
1990s and how more recently visual representation in the cinema 
has given way to the multi-platforms of social media. The mate
rial that, in the late years of the twentieth century, gave queer 
and trans* people hope for easier days ahead today fuels anger 
and revulsion on the part of younger trans* people and leads 
them to protest the very filmmakers who helped to create the 
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privileges they currently enjoy. We can expect more such skir
mishes in the future, given the rifts between generations of activ
ists, but maybe the hinge of the * as it attaches to trans can be 
used to open up dialogue, difficult though it may be, rather than 
slam the door on further conversation.
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