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The Brandon Archive

The road was straight, the country was level as a lake, and other cars were

seldom sighted. This was "out there"-or getting near it.

-Truman 
Capote, ln Cold Blood

Out There

Our relations to place, like our relations to people, are studded with bias,
riven with contradictions, and complicated by opaque emotional responses.
I am one of those people for whom lonely rural landscapes feel laden with
menace/ and for many years nonurban areas were simply "out there," strange
and distant horizons populated by hostile populations. It is still true that a

densely packed urban street or a metallic skyline can release a surge of ex-
citement for me while a vast open landscape fills me with dread. In Decem-
ber 7993,I remember reading a sho¡t story in the newspaper about an exe-

cution-style killing in rural Nebraska. The story seemed unremarkable except
for one small detail buried in the heart of the report: one of the murder vic-
tims was a young female-bodied person who had been passing as a man. The
murder of this young transgender person sent shock waves through queer
communities in the United States, and created flerce identitarian battles be-
tween transsexual activists and gay and lesbian activists, with each group try-
ing to claim Brandon Teena as one of their own. The struggles over the legacy
of Brandon represented much more than a local skirmish over the naming or
classification of fallen brethren; indeed, they testifred to the political com-
plexities of an activism sparked by murder and energized by the work of me-
morializing individuals. The fascination with murder and mayhem that
characterizes U,S. popular culture has led some theorists to point to tlg¡qer-
gencg of a wound culture.'It is easy to explain why homophobic violence
might generate such fierce activist responses; it is harder to mobilize such re-

sponses for purposes that extend beyond demands for protection and recog-
nition from the state. My purpose here is to build on the flashes of insightþ
forded by violent eäcounters between "normal" guys and. gender-varia4t

.people in order to theorize the meaning of gender transitivity in late capita.l-

- ism. Here I will use the notions of relays of influence between dominant and

THE BRANDON ARCHIVE

nrinority masculinities to_ consider 
-!.þ-e 

p_Lg-c_e -41ld. .qp?çe of the masculine
tt1tlge_ldgr lgPle-cj.

The tragic facts in the case of the murder of Brandon Teena and his two
friends are as follows: on December 31, 1993, three young people were shot
to death, execution style, in Falls city in rural Nebraska. ordinarily, this story
would have evoked only mild interest from mainstream America and a few
questions about the specific brutalities of rural America; one of the three vic-
tims, howevet was a young white person who had been born a woman, but
who was living as a man and had been dating local girls. The other two vic-
tims, Brandon's friend L-.ilq !gqþ.elt, and her friend pEil!¿pç_\j!¡r-e,,4-{!gb-l,e_Q

Afi-içq.q_$mgl_c_alg3p appeared to have been killed because they were in
the wrong place at the wrong time, although this too is debatable.

This chapter relates, explores, and maps the shape and the meaning of the
remarkable archive that has developed in the aftermath of the slaying of
Brandon Teena, Lisa, and Philip; the archive has created a new ,,Brandon.,,

This new Brandon islhç¡epg_tlr¿! v.v.-q 4o1v-.give to a set of comfoItirg,f,ç-
tro!_t_1þj-gl_q-"""t.111:.ilrTg!:lg^y:-Ap_ç: j-c4,TheBrandonarchiveissimut-
taneously a resource¡ a productive narrative, a set of representations, a his-
tort a memorial, and a time capsule. It literallyþords a moment in the his-
tory of twentieth-century struggles around the meaning of gender categoiìes I

and it becomes a guide to future resolutions. so, while in my next chapter I
will examine the "politics of transgender biography" and the difficulties in-
volved in telling stories about people who have created specific life narra-
tives, here I want to lay out the geopolitical ramifications of Brandon,s mur-
der by imagining the Brandon as up ts and reve-
lations allowed by a careful consideration of the maBy_ljys5 and social

Brandon's life and death sheds light o4. If we think of the
on as less of a personal tragedy that has biËn broadened out

formations that
murder of Brand
to create a symbolic event arìrt:mo-re of a.,coqqtructed mç_q-r_o¡i4l 1o_ !h-ç- -v-i.o_
lelqe directe-d at queer and transgender lives, we will be bette¡,gquipped to
approach the geographic and class specificities of rural Nebraskã.- 

The execution of Brandon, Lisa, and philip was in ract more iike an earth-
quake or a five-alarm frre than an individualized event: its eruption damaged
more than just the three who died and the two who killed; it actually devas-
tated the whole town, and brought a flood of reporters, cameras, and jour_
nalists into the area to pick through the debris and size up the import of the
disaster. That media rush, in many ways, transformed the Brandon murders
from a circumscribed event to an ever evolving narrative. As we will see in
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the next chapter, among the magazine articles, talk shows, and other media
that covered the case, an Oscar-winning feature flhn, Boys Don't Çry, was re-

leased about Brandon's death. fþlj f,_lTl -o]e lhaq any g-tþ,çr representation
of the case, has determined the legacy of the murdgfs. In a later chapter, "The
Transgender Look," I will explore the mechanics of looking at the transgen-
der body; but in this chapter on place, space, and r:egionality, I discuss the
documentary film that greatly influenced Boys Don't Cry: The Brontlon Teena

Sfory directed by Susan Muska and Greta Olafsdottir (1998). Like the feature
film yet in different ways, The Brøndon Teenø Story tried to re-create the ma-
terial conditions of Brandon's undoing, but like the feature frlm, it ultimately
told a tall story about rural homophobia.

By designating the stories told about Brandon and his friends as "an
archive" in this chapter, I am tracing the multiple meanings of this narrative
for different communities. Ann Cvctkovich theorizes queer uses of the term
"archives" in her book.,ln Archive of I;eelings: "Understanding gay and lesbian
archives as archives of emotion and trauma helps to explain some of iheir
idiosyncrasies, or', one might say, their 'queerness"' (Cvetkovicin 2OO3,"242).

The Brandon archive is exactly that: a transgender archive of "emotion and
traumd" that allows a narrative of a queerly gendered life to emerge from the
fragments of memory and evidence that remain. When Brandon was shot to
death byJohn Lotter and Thomas Nissen, his failure to pass as a man in the
harsh terrain of a small town in rural North America prompted a national re-

sponse from transgender activists. This response has been ampliñed and ex-
tended by other queers for different and conflicting reasons. Some queers ule
Brandon's death to argue for hate-crime legislation; others have made Bran-
don into aposter ctritd for an emergent transgender community dedicated to

T4lry_y¡_rible the plight of cross-identified youth, and Brandon functions
therefore as a reference point of what I called in chapter 1: transgressive ex-
ceptionalism; still others have pointed to Brandon's death as eviclence of a

continuing campaign of violence against queers despite the increasing re-

spectability of some portions of the gay and lesbian community. Ilut few of
the responses have taken into consideration the lp!c!ìç11t olprqlon! ¡ro4-
llq!!,spglitan location, and lew if any have used the murder and the pro-
duction of açtivist and cultural activity that it has inspiled as a way of reex-/''
amining ttrþeaning of sexual identity in relation to a postmodern politics
of place. ) .\-

I use the Brandon material, then, to unpack the meaning of "local homo-
sexualities" or transsexualities in the context of the United States. Like other

24

narratives about nonmetropolitan scxuality, pgpulll vcrsions of this story

. positra queer subiect who sidcsteps so-called modern models of gay identity
by conflating gencler and sexual variance. Indeed, in the popular versions of
the Brandon narrative that currently circulate, like ßnys l)on't Cry, llran<ion,s
promiscuity and liminal identity is clcpicted as immature'and cven premod-
ern;and as a forrn of false consciousness. When llrandon explores a mature
oá¿ udnlt relationship with one woman who recognizes him as ,,really fe-
male," that ñlm suggests, P1_11991 l.çe9_çq.!o a modern form of hornosexu-
ah_!agq{ is,f,!-rg,[J 'flge." Iì.econstituted now as a liberal subject, Brandon,s
death at the hands of local men can be reacl simultancously as a true tragedy
and an indictment of, backward, rural communitiesì In this sense, Ilrandon
occupies a place hcld by so-called primitivcs in colonial anthropology; he lit-
erally inhabits a different timescale from thc modeln queer, and using Jo-
hanncs lìabian's folmulation in Time qnd the Otlter, Brand<ln's cìitïerence gets

cast as both spatially and ternporally distant (Iabian ZOOZ, 16).lly reading
Brandon's story in and through postcolonial qucer theory and queer geogra-
phy, we can untangle the complex links that this narrative createcl for the
urban consurners who were its most avid audience between modern qlleer-
ness ancl thc rejection of ÍuÍal or small-town locations.

I believe that an extensive analysis of the llrandon murders can scrve to
frame thc many questions abot¡t iclentiflcation, rcsponsibility, class, region-
.ality, and lacc that trouble queer comlnunities today. Not only cloes llranclorr
represent a mal'tyr lost in the struggle for transgencler rights to the br:utal per',
pctrators of tural hetelo-masculinc violenccs., llrandon also servcs as a

mgrler for a particular set of late-twenticth-century cultural anxieties about
place, space, locality, and rnetropolitanism. F'ittingly, Brandon has become
the name for gencler variance, for fear of tlansphobic and homophobic pun-
ishrnent; Brandon also embodies the desire directed at nonnotmative mas-
culinities. llrandon reprcsents other rural lives undone by fear and loathing,
and his story also symbolizes an urban fantasy of homophobic violence as es-

sentially midwestern. llut violence wherever we may find it marks different
conflictual relations in diffelent sites; and homicide, on some level, always
depicts the microrealities of other battles displacecl fi'om the abstract to the
tragically material. Whlle at least one use of any llrandon'I'eena prof ect must
bg to connect Brandon's gender prescntation to other counternar.ratives of
gender realness, I also hope that llrandon's story can be a vehicle linked to
the discussions of globalizalion, transnational sexualities, geography, and

luecr migration. On some level Brandon's story, while cleaving to its own
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spccificitf neecls to L"-li" an open narrative-not ä stable 1a1t3tiv9.9! fe.-

male-to-male transsexual iclentity nor a singular tale of queer bashing, not a

cautionary fable about the violencc of rural America nor an advertisemcnt

for urban organizations of clueer community. Brandon's story permits a

dream of transformation that must echo in the narratives of queer life in
other nonmctropolitan locations.

Falls City, Nebraska: A Good Place to Die?

ln little towns, lives roll along so close to one another; loves and hates

beat about, their wings almost touching.

-Willa Cather, Lucy Cayheort (Cather 1935,167)

ln'l'he llrsndon Teum Story, Muska and Olafsdottir attempt to placc' the nar-

rative of LJlandon's Ìife and death f,rmly in the countryside of Nebraska, so

much so that Nebraska takes on the role and the presencc of a character in
this drar¡a. We see prolongcd shots of thc rolling Nebraska countryside, roacl

signs wclcoming the traveler to Ncbraska's "good life," and scenes of every-

day life and cr¡ltule in small-town America. The flhnmakcrs makc it clcar

early on that thcir relationship to lralls City and its communities is ironic ancl

distancecl. T'hey never appcar in front of thc camera cven though about 7.5

percent of the docurnentary involvcs talking-head intcrviews with intervie-
wees responding to questions from invisible interlocutols. In the fcw "local"
scenesr the carncra pe crs voyeuristically at the demolition derby and the linc-
dancing ancl karaoke bar, ancl in the intclview secluenccs, the camela pushes

its way rudely into the lives of the pcople touchccl by thc lìranclon story. In
one signif,cant sccnc, the camera pans the backs of local men watching a

demolition clerby. As the gazc sweeps over them, the men ale renderecl in
slow motion, and they turn ancl gazc back at the camcra with hostile stares

of nonrecognition.. Interactions between the camera ancl its subjects register'

the f,hnmakers as outsiders to the material realities of the rural Midwest,

malk thc objects of the gaze as litclally hauntecl by an invisible camera, ancl

finally, place the vicwer at a considcrable clistancc from the actors ou the

screen. 'l'his distance both allows for the emer¡jence of rnultiple versions of
the llranclon story but also pins the nalrative of violcnt hornophobic'ancl
transphobic violence flrrnly to thc landscapc of white trash America, and
forces lnodcs of strenuous disicicntifrcaticln between the viewer ancl the land-
scape.
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The landscape of Nebraska serves as a contested site on which multipÌe
narratives unfold-narratives, indeed, that refuse to collapse into simply one

story, "the Branclon Teena story." Some of these narratives are narratives of
hate, or of desire; others tell of ignorance and brutality; still others of isola-

tion and fear; some allow violence and ignorant preiudices to become the

essence of poor, whitc, rural identity; and still othcrs provoke questions

about the deployment of whiteness and the regulation of violence. While the
vidco itself encouragcs viewers to distance thcmsclves from thc hol'ror of thc
heartlands and to even congratulate themselves for living in an urban rather
than a rural envilonment/ ultirnately we can use Brandon's story as it
etnerges herc to begin the articulation of the stories of white, working-class,

rulal queers, and to rnap the imrnensely colnplex relations that make rural
America a site of horror and degradation in thc urban imagination.

For queers who flee the confines of the rural Midwest and take cc¡mfort in
urban anonymity, this video may serve as a justiûcation of their worst fears

about the violent effects of failing to flee; çlose¡ readings of Brandon's stoly,
however', rcveal the desire shared by many midwestern queers for a way of
staying rather than leaving. While some f ournalists in the wake of llrandon's
murder quericci his clecisioir to stay in |alls City, clespite having been

hounded by the police and rapecl by the men who went on to murder him,
we must consider the condition of "staying put" às part of thc production of
.'á-pf!" q".òr sub¡ectivities. Som_e quccrs n_ced to lca.ve home in order to be-
come quelr, and others neecl to stay close to home/in order to preserve their'
differcnce/ The clanger: of small towns as Willa Cathãi clcscribecl it, also in ref-
erencc'to rural Nebraska, emerges out of a suffocating sense of proximity:
"lives roll along so close to one anothe4" she wrote inLucy Gayhattrt, "Ioves
and hates beat about, their wings almost touching."'l'his beautiful, but scary
image of rural life as a space all-too-casily violated depends absolutely on an
opposite image-thc image of rural life as wide open and free ranging, as "big
sky" and open plains. Cather captures perfectly the contladiction of rural life
as the contrast between wide-open spaces and sparse populations, on the one
hand, and small-town claustlophobia and lack of privacy, on the other.

'lhe life and death of llranclon provokcs enclless speculation about the
specificities of the loves and hates that characterized his cxperiences in Ilalls
City, and any straightforward rendering of his story remains irnpossible.
Some viewers of The Lirqndon Teena Story have accused the ñlmmakers of an
obvious class bias in their depictions of the people of lìalls City; others have
seen the film as an accurate portrayal of the cultules of hate and meanness
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produced in small, mostly white towns. Any attempt to come to terms with
the resonances of Brandon's mutder will ultimatcly have to grapple witl"t

both of these proposals. One way in which The llrandon Teenct Story deploys

and perpetuates a class bias in relation to the depiction of anti-qucer violence

is by depicting many of its intervicw subiects in uncritical ways as "white
trash." In their introduction to an anthology titled Whíte'h'rtsh: R¡tce qncl

Clsss ítt America, Annalee Newitz ancl Matt Wray defìne white trash as both a

reference to "actually cxisting white people living in (oftcn rural) poverty,"

and a term dcsignating "a set of stereotypes and myths related to the sociaÌ

behaviols, intelligence, prcludices, ancl gender roles of poor whites" (Newitz

1996,7). 'l'he editors offer a "local politics of placc" to situate, combat, ancl

explain such stercotypes.

One way in which Tltc llrandon T'centt Story is ablc to grapple with the livcs

beneath the stereotypes (of white trash, of gcnder impersonation) is by al-

lowing sorne of thc wome¡ whom Branclon clatecl to explain thcmselves and

articulate their own extraordinary clesircs. In the meclia rush to uncoveL thc

motivations behi¡d llra¡don's depiction of hirnsclf as a man, most accounts

of the casc have ovcrlookecl the fact that llranclolr was activcly chosen-o1rer

more conventionally male men by the women he clatecl clcspite thc fact th.at

thcre were few social rewards for doing so. One girlfriencl after another in the

vicleo characterizes Brandon as a fantasy guy, a drcan-r guy, a man who "kncw

how a wclman wanted to be treatecl." Gina describes him as romantic, spc-

cial, and attentive, while Lana Tisdale calls him "every woman's dteam." We

might conclude that lìranclon livecl up to ancl even playecl intó the romantic

idcals that his girlfriends cultivated about masculinity. lìlandgn]s ¡glf;pt-e¡
entation rnust be read, I bclicvc, as ardamaging critique of thc' white wort-

ing-class masculinities around him; at thc same time, however, his perform-

ance of couftly masculinity is a shrewd cleployment of the micldlc-class and

so-callecl respectable rnasculinities that lcpresent an American romantic

icleal of rnanhood. In the accounts that tl-rc womcn give of their lelations

witl-r Branclon, we undcrstand that he not only deliberately offcred thqrn a

treatment thcy coulcl not expcct flom local boys bltt he also acknowledgecl

the cornplexity of thcir self-understanclings ancl clesires.

In orclcr to unclerstancl the kincls of masculinities with which llranclon

-ay horre been competing,'we can turn to the representations of the nrur-

clelers themselves. Whilc some accounts of thc Brandon casc havc attcrnptccl

to empathizc with the men who mulclered llrandon-l,otter and Nissen-by
revealing their traumatic family historics and detailing their encounters with
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abuse, the vicleo tries to encouragc thc lÌlen to givc thcir own rcasons for
their brutality. 'l'he conversations with Lotter ancl Nissen arc fascinating for
the way they allow thc men to coolly describc rape ancl rnurcler scencs, ancl
also because Lotter in particulal articulates an astute awareness of the vio-
lence of the culture into which he was raised. Nissen, howeveq shows little
powcl of self-reflection; the video represents him as ultirnately far more rep-
rehensible than his paftner in crirne. |or one seconcl in the video, the cam-
ela focuses on a small tattoo on Nissen's arm, but cloes not allclw the viewer.
to identify it. In AphroditeJoncs's book on thc Brandon case, All S/he WttuteLl,

she provicles inforrnation that situates this tattoo as a symbol ol white su-
pfemacy politics. NiSscri, wr. learrr, was involved off ancl on throughout his
eally life with the white Arnerican Group for whitc Amcrica llones 1996,
154). while Nisscn's flirtêtion with brutally racist whitc suprernacist groups
need not surprise us, (- cloes nonetheless flesh out the particular nexus of
hate that calne to focus on I3ranclon, Lisa, ancl lrhiìÌp,.,

Nowhcre in thc docunentary, however, nor in media coverage of thc case,
docs anyone link Nissen's racial politics with either the brutalization of llran-
clon or the execution of the African Amcrican, ì)hilip; incleecl, the lattel is al-
ways constmctccl as a case ctf "wlong placc, wrong tirne,,,but l)hilip,s situa_
tion needs to be explored in mol'e detail. In Thc Brtutdon Tee ntt story, philip,s
murcler is givcn little airplay, and none of his relativcs or family makc an ap-
pearance in the vidco. while every othel character in the clrama, inclucling
l.isa, is carefully locatccl in relation to llrandon ancl thc web of relations
an'ìong lìrandon's friencls, l'}hilip alone is givcn only thc most scant atten-
tion. No explanation is givcn for the nonapllearancc of his family and
friends, and no real cliscussion is plesented about his presence in the farm-
house the night of the murders.r

It is hard to dctach the mulder of pl-rilip from the histor.y of Nissen,s in-
volvement in white supremacist cults. Many accoul-ìts of white power rnove-
ments in thc unitecì statcs connect them to slnall, all-white towns in thc
Midwest and to economically disaclvantaged white populations. while one
would not want to demonize poor, whitc, rulal Americans as any more big-
oted than ulban or subulban whitc yuppie populations in thc unitecl statcs,
it is nonctheless irnportant to higtrlight the particular fears and paranoia that
take shape in rural, all-white populations.\Fear of the government, fear of the
united Nations, and fear of Jews, blacks,înr1 queers rnark whitc rural rnas-
culinities irr particular waysithat can easily produce cultures of hate (lìiclge-
way 1995). In small towns whcre few peoplc- of color live, differencc may be
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marked and remarked in relation to gender variance rather than racial cliv-er-

,sity. As Newitz and Wray point out in their anatomy of white trash, some cle-

gree of specificity is necessary when we try to describe and identify different
forms of homophobia and transphobia as they are distributed across diffel-
ent geographies.

In "Get'l'hee to a Big City: Sexual Imaginary and the Glcat Gay M,-1gra-

tion," anthropologist l(ath Weston begins a much-needcd inquiry into thc
difference bctween urban and rural "sexual imaginaries" (Weston 1995). She

comments on the rather stereotypcd division of rural/urban relations that
"locates gay subjects in the city while putting their presence in the country-

side under erasure" (262). Westorì àlso traccs the inevitable disappointments
that await rural queers who escape the country only ttt arrive in alienating
qucer urban spaces. As Wcston proposcs/ "The gay imagina_ry_ i1 t]ot 

iyjs-! 
a

dream of a freedom to be gay that requires an urban location, but a symbolic
space that conflgurcs gaylÌess itsclf by elaborating an opposition betr,yeen

urban and rural Ìife" (274). She wants us to rccognize that the distinction be-

tween thc ulban ancl thc rural that props up the gay imaginary is a symbolic

one, and as such, it constitutes a d¡,cam of an elsewhere that, promises a free-

dom it can never provide. Ilut it is also crucial to be specif,c about which
qr-reer subjects face what kinds of threats, from whom, and in what locations.

While in the city, for example, one rnay find that the gay or transsexual per-

son of color is most at risk fol violence from racist cops; in rural locations,

one may find that evcn the white queers who were born and raised there are

outlawed when they disrupt the carefully protected homogeneity of white,
farnily-oricntecl communities. One may also discover that while the brutal-

ization of a transgencler sex worker of color raises little outct'y in the city from
local queer activists, the murder of a white boy in rural North America can

stir up an enorurous activist response that is itself symbolic of thcsc othc'l
irnaginary divisiclns.

'l'he rnaterial in the Brandon archive has lecl me to question my own in-
terest in the case and it has forced me to "know rny placc" in terlns of the

rural/urban divisions in queer communities that reactions to the story make

visible. When I began thinking and writing about the lllandon murders in
I996, I approached the material with the bewilderment of a typical rurban

queer who wanted to know why Brandon, but also his African American

friend Philip, did not pick up and leave Falls City as soon as they could, and

furthermore, why tþey were there in thc first place. Falls City, in all the litel-
atuLe, sounclcct iile the last place in the United States wherc one would want
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to try to pass as a man while dating local girls; it was also clcarly not a goocl
place to be one of the fcw people of color in town ancl a black man dating a
whitc woman. L)einclustrializationr and thc farming crises of the 1970s ancl
19u0s had rnade this town, like so many other midwestcrn small towns, a
place of poverty and nt-glect whe'c lobs were hard to come by. Iror the young
white rnen in town, minorities were to blame for this latest clownward swing
in their fortunes, and certainÌy the fecleral govelnment r>ffered no real holre
of retribution.

Having reacl much of the material on Brandon's short lifc ancl brutal mur-
dcr, and having viewcd this clocumentaly about thc case, I quickly rational-
ized the wholc episode as an inevitable case of a queer running afoul of the
lednecks in a place one would not want to live in anyway. In fall 1996, I was
invitecl up to Seattlc to speak at a gay and lesbian film festival following the
screcning r¡f The llrttntlott 'l'eentt story. I would be joinecl as a discussant by
Seattle-local transman and anthropolo¡çistJason cromwell ancì Los Angeles-
based philosophy professor and transman Jacob Hale. we conferred briefly
before the panel, ancl after sitting through thc disturbing clocumentary, we
went to the stagc to discuss the lìlm with the aucliencc¡ 'l'he organizer.s of the
confcrence sccrned to assume that the debate likely trj-6ê motivatecl by the
dotumctttaty would involvt'wllt'llrt'r wc slrorrld understancl lJrancltl¡ as a fc,
male-to-male transsexual without access to sex reassignment surgery or a
transgendel butch who had cleliberately clccided not tcl transition. My corn-
mcnts skimmccl ovel'this clebate, which seemecl besicle the point, ancl went
straight to the þtrestion of lcgionality, location, ancl rur.al existcnccl I re-
rnarkcd that Nebraska was not simply "anywhere" in this viclco, br.lt that the
documentary f,lmmakcrs had skillfr"rlly tricd to situate the lanclscape as a
character in this drama. 'l'he audience made noises of approval. Next, I went,-
on to thc topic of life in srnall, rnostly whitc, miciwestem towns, and sug;
gcsted that many)of thesc places wele the breeding grounds for. cultures oi.,
hate and lneanness that had both hornophobic and racist dimensions. 'l'hc
auclicnce was quiet, too quiet.

1'he question-and-answer session began without controversy, ancl a fcw
people testified to the difflculties they had cncounterc<.1 as femalc-to-male
tt'anssexuals or as partners of female-to-males. othcrs talkecl about the trau,
matic experience of watching the video and coming so closc to the horrifrc
cletails of Brandon's murcler. 'fhen something strange happenecl. A harmless
question came my way: "What do you think of the clocumentary? Do you
think it is good? l)o you think the clirectors were at all conclescending?,,
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While I clid have somc teal problerns with the video and its representations

of the pcople of lalls city, I felt that I had been invitecl to lead an even-

handed discussion ctf The Brqndott Tecno Stoty, and so I shrugged off the im-

plicd criticism ancl said that I thought Muska and olafsclottir had done some

amazing intelviews. 'lhe next question went a bit deeper: "What did you

think about the clepiction in the video of rural life, and furthermote, what do

you mean by small towns in the heartland being 'cultutes of hate and mean-

ness?,,, I triecl to explain that I was describing the bigotry that resides in

rnostly white, nonurban constituencies. l'he¡ it got ugly.f-A woman stood up

and denouncecl my comments as insensitive to those people present who

may have come from small towns, and who, moreover, vct:y much wanted to

rcturn to a small-town life and did not believe that the small town was an es-

sentially racist oI bigoted place. 'Ihe audience broke out into spontaneous

ancl sustaincd applause, and thcn one pelson after another stood up to tes-

tify that they too werc from a small town or a rural backglound and that they

too fclt offended. Apart from a bruised ego (it is no fun to have an auciicnce

give a standing ovation to soÍìeonc who has just told you that you are full

of it), I left Seattle unscathed, but this expelience folcccl me to reconsider

what was at stake in the mythmaking that now sulrounds Brandon's mur-

der.2 Cpnfronted with my own urban bias, I ciecicled that one could make use

of the llrandon material to_ study urban attitucles toward quee¡. tq¡gl_life, ancl

to examine more closely the êssentiàl links that have been macle betwcen

urban life and queetness Per se.

'l'he murder of llranclon'l-cena, tike thc murder of Matthew Shcpard some

six ycals later, did in fact draw public attention to the peculiar vulnerabilities

of quecr youth (whethcr transgenclcr or gayllesbian) living in North Amer-

ica,s heartland. In both cases, the victims became maltyrs for urban queel ac-

tivists ftghting for.LGllT rights, ancl thcy were mythologized in a hugc and

divcrse ar.ray of meclia as extraorclinary individuals whcl fcll plcy to the vio-

lent impulses of holllophobic and transphobic rniddle-Amet'ica masculini-

ties. But while it is ternpting to use the materials produced in the aftermath

of the killings of both Brandon 'lþena ancl Matthcw Shepard to flesh out the

details of the lives and dcaths of the subiccts, it makes molc scnse to my

mincl to collect the details, thc stories, thc facts, and the f,ctions of the¡cases,

ancl then to create clecp archives fol futtue analysis about the many rulal

lives and desires that wcre implicatecl in the lives ands deaths of thesc indi-

viduals. Here I do not mean simply a collection of data; rather, I use the wolcl

archive in a Foucaulclian way to suggest a disculsive f,eld and a structure of

32

THE BRANDON ARCHIVE

thinking. l'hc archive is an immaterial repository for the rnultiple ideas about
rural life that construct and unclergircl urban identity in the twc¡ntieth ancl
twenty-first ccnturies. In the case of lirandon, the ar.chive that has posthu-
mously devcloped contains vital inforrnation about racial ancl class con-
stluctions of identity and desire in rural areas, and it also provicles some im-
portant cletails about the elabolate and complex desires of youn¡; women
coming to maturity in nonurban aleas; thc young women who werc drawn
to Brandon's unconventional manhood must have lots to tell us about aclo-
lescent feminine fantasy. As I will elaborate in later chapters, all too often
such girlish clesircs for boyish ûren are dismissecl within a l,ì:cuclian rnoclel of
female scxuality as a folm of immaturity ancl unrealizecl scxual capacity; tl-re
assutnption that underpins the dismlssal of adolesccnt female clesires is that
the young women who fall for a Brandon, a teen idol, or some other icon of
youthful manhood, will soon come to full aclulthoocl, ancl whcn thcy do,
they will clesire better and more authentic manhood. lìy reckoning only with
lJrandon's story, as opposed to the stories of his gir'lfriencls, his farnily, and
those othel two tecnagcrs who clied alongsicle hirr, we consent tcl a liberal
narlative of incliviclualizecl traurna. lìor Brandon's story to be meaningful, it
lnust be about more than lllandon.

Space and Sexuality in Queer Studies

In her lyrical renclcring of life in an "other" Arnerica, the coal carnps ancl
"hollcrs" of west Virginia, I(athlecn stewart cx¡rlorcs at lcngth the mcaning
of rnernory for those who live lifc in forgottcn placcs of neglect ancl poverty,
or in what she calls thc "space on the sicle of thc roacl." In hcr ethnography,
Stewart collects the unticly nãr'ratives that clisorganize thc convcntional for-
ward motion òf ethnoglaphic telling ancl thus allows us insight into the par-
ticular pull exerted by small-town life for even thosc subjects who are bru-
talized by it. one such narrative, for example, emerges when wcst Virginian
Sylvic Hess offers Stewart a rarnbling recollection of a chilclhood expcrience
in response to a question about why she coulcl not rnake a lifc in the city. In
orclcr to explain the attraction of her clilapiclatcd rural homctown, Sylvic re-
calls hel favorite animal from chilclhoocl, a cow called susie, who followecl
hcr around throughout her clay. One day, however, some stray dogs savagecl
the cow, and "ripped out her throat and tore her all to pieces.,,Lingering for
a moment over the brutal memory of her belovecl cow "layin' there all tore
up," Sylvie abruptly switches gears ancl comments/ ,,llut that place was sa
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perty!" As Stewart obsctves, "Here, homc is a vibrant spacc of intcnsity where

things happened and left their rnark. Flome is swcet not despite the loss of

her favorite cow but because of it" (Stewafi ']996, 65). Stewart's insightful

renclering of the seemingly contradictory impulses animatin¡J Sylvie's mem-

ory providcs momcntary access for the urban rcadcl' to the appcal of the

srnall rural town for the working-class subiccts who stay there, þ1.linS
beauty ancl pcace in bctween thc brutal realities of povcrty, isolation, illness,

and violence./ Ior stewart, the rural pool replesent tr ,forgotten minority in

thc u.s. imagination ancl offer a feltile site for thc ethnoglaphic project of

clocumenting difference.

In gay/lesbian ancl queer stuclies, there has been little attention paict to

clate to the speciflcities of rural queer livcs. Indeed, most queel work on coin-

munity, sexual identity, and gender roles has been based on and in urban

populations, ancl exhibits an active disinterest in the ploductivc poterrtial of

nonmetropolitan sexualities, gcnclers, and iclentities.:r Or clse when nonur-

ban sexualities have been studied, most often within anthropological stucl-

ies, they arc all too often characterizecl as "traditional" and "non-Western."a

Ancl yct, at the same tirnc that most theories of moclel'n scxuality have tnade

defìnitivc links between the city ancl hotnosexuality, ulþan queefs have ex-

hibitecl an endless fascination for stories of gays, lesbians, and tlansgcnder

peoplc living outsic'le thc city. |or c'xarnlllt, lye 
ntight cxplain the appeal of

the casc of llranclon to urban qucers in tcnnls oi its ability to locatclhe con-

tinuing hornophobic and transphobic violcnce clirccted at scx- ancl gcncler-

variant people in the Unitccl States in;¡ritces rernovccl from urban lif. \
-l'he cleaths of Branclon ancl Matthew have sparkecl ncw consideratións of

the relationship between mainstream gay ancl lesbian rights tnovements ancl

the harsh realitics of lives livecl far bcyoncl the reach of rights-based pdlicics.

The response to thcse mutdcLs, itt fact, stlggests that they werc, in the worcls

of Jarncs C. Scott, "but a variant of affronts suffcrccl systematically by a whole

race¡ class, o[ strata" (Scott 1990). As Scott writes, "An inclividual who is af-

frontecl may clevclop a personal fantasy of rcvengc and confi'ontation, but

whcn the insult is but a variant of afl'ronts suffcrcd systcmatically by a wholc

race, class, of stlata, thcn the fantasy can becotnc a collective cultulal plocl-

trct" (9). While Scott's ltook L)t¡tttitttttion urul thc Arts ttf'Ilcsistctttcc pertains

rnostly to class relations in nondernocratic societies, in the age of global cap-

italisrn, democlacy is now riddlecl with pockets of intense and nakecl o¡r-

pressioll that both shore up the attlaction of clelnocl¿rtic rulc and fortify the

rnyth of its totality. lìor thosc subiects-nonmctropolitan queers, prisoners,
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homeless people, undocumented laborers_lyþq !¡d themselves quite liter_
ally placecl beyond the rcach of federal protection, legal rights, or state sub_
sidy, democracy is simpry trre name of their excrusion. rni: trr"ie i"ujects, the
arts of resistance that Scott ascribes to sraves, serfs, and peasants become
elaborate and necessary parts of a plan for survival. The ìrrandon archive is,
lir some ways, the "collective cultural product" that has responde<1 to the af-
f¡ont of this brutal and phobic murder. And the archive revears how littre we
actually know about the forms taken by queer life outside of mctropolitan
areas. The Brandon archive also makes historical ancl thematic links between
the kinds of violences peryetrated against queer bodies and the documentecr
violences against black bodies in lynching campaigns in the early twentieth
century. Lisa Duggan has documented the ways in which lynching narratives
and lesbian murder narratives in the 1g90s mapped out overlapping histories
of violence, and Duggan,s powerful study of racer sex, and violence in her
søpphic slaslrcrs makes these two seemingly distinct narratives tell a more
complete story of the emcrgence of what she cails ,,twentieth century u.s.
modernity" (Duggan 2000). Blanclon,s story, coupled as it is with tne ãeath
of African American phirip Devine, reminds us of the interchangeability of
the clueer and the racially other in the white American racist imagination.s

Most theories of homosexuality within the twentieth century assume that
gay culture is rootecl in cities, that it has a special relationship to urban life,
and that as Gayle Iìubin comments in "Thinkin¡ç sex,,, erotic dissicrents re-
quire urban space because in rural settings queers are easily iclcntified and
punishecl; this influential forrnulation of the difference betwecn urban ancl
rural environments was/ in 19g4 when Rubin's essay was first publishecl, a
compelli.g explanation for the great gay migrations of young queers from
the country to the city in the 19zos (Rubin 19g4). Anct since Rubin,s essay
was heavily committecl to the project of provicling a theoretical foundation
fo¡ "sexual ethnographesis" or the ethnographic history of community, it
macle sense to contrast the sexual conformity of small towns to the sexual di-
versity of big cities; such a contrast made crystal clear the motivations of
young white gay men who seemed to flock in droves in the 1970s from small
towns in the Midwest, in particular, to urban gay centers like San Francisccr
and New York. so in theory, the distinction between rurar repression ancl
urban indulgence makes a rot of pense, but in actuality, as recent research has
shown, we might frnd that['ural ancl smalr-town environments ilurture elab-
orate sexual cultures even while sustaining surface social ancl political con-
formity. As John Flowarcr argues in his book, Men tike That, onrural gay mare
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practices, ,,'lhe history of gay people has often mirrorecl the history of the

city" 1l{oward 1999).1},rt he goes on to show that this h!s!5rry of gay- 4r,iga-

tions to the city depends on a "linear, modcrnist traiector')" anci "effecls 4

number of exclusions" (12). Howard's book resists the universal application

ôr tn" gay migration narrativc, ancl instead looks at "thc intelactions bc-

tween men who experienced and acted on queer clesire within a small, lo-

calized realm, [ancll men who never took on gay identity ot became part of a

gay community or culture" (14).

Rural and srnall-town queer lifc is genelally mythologized by urban queefs

as sad and lonely, or else rural queers might be thought of as "stuck" in a

place that they would leavc if they only could.(' only of late has the

rural/urban clivicle ancl binary begun to produce some intetesting inquiries

into life bcyoncl the metropolitan center; in some lecent work, the

ru¡al/urban binary rcverberates in really productive ways with othcr def,ning

binaries like traditional/modern, Westcrn/non-Wcstern, natural/cultural,

ancl moclern/postmodcrn. 'l'he eclitors of one anthology of queer writings on

sexual gcographies, fol example, De-centering Sexuslitics: l'olitics Lttld l?'cpresen'

tcttit¡tts beyontl the Metropolis, suggcst that rural ot nonmetfopolitan sites have

been elicled within studies of sexuality and space, which typically focus on

cither "sexualizccl metropolitan areas such as New York and llerlin or on dif-

ferently scxualized, mar:ginalized and colonizecl spaces including the Orient

and Africa" (Phillips ct al. 2000). By comparison, "much less has bcen said

about other liminal ol in-betwecn spaces including the small towns and rural

palts of liurope, Austlalia and North Ametlca" (1). 'l'he volume as a whole

points to the clorninancc of models of what l)avid llell in his "Eroticizing the

lìural,, terms helpfuÌly "mctrosexuality" and the concomitant representation

of the lural as cssentially either "hostile" or "iclyllic" ([ìell 2000).
'l'he notion of rnetr.osexuality as a cultural dominan! i! u,s: thcorizing

about gay/lesbian lives also gives rise to the telm ûletfonormativity) 1'his

term reveals the conflaticln of "urban" and "visible" in many normalizing.

nàrratives of gayllesbian subicctivities_. Such narratives tell of closeted sub-

jects who "colne out" into an urban setting, which in tutn, supposedly al-

lows for the full explession of the sexual self in relation to a community of

other gays/lesbians/queers. 'fhe metronormative lÌafl'ative lnaps a stoly of

migration onto the coming-out narrative. While the story of coming out

tends to function as a tempolal traiectory within which a pedod of clisclo-

sure follows a long pcriocl of repression, the metronormative story of migra-

tion from "country" to "towl-t" is a spatial narrative within which the subject
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moves to a place of tolerance after enduring life in a place of suspicion, pcr-
sccution, and secrecy. Since each narrative bears thc same structure, it is casy

to equatc the physical iourney trorn small town to big city with the psycho-

logical journey frorn closet case to out and proud. As Howarcl commeltts in
Mcn like That, the lural is made to function as a closet for urban sexualitics
in most accounts of rural queer rnigration. But in actual fact, the ubiquity of
qucet sexual practices, for men at least, in rural settings sugllests that some

othc¡ epistemology than the closet governs sexual moLes in small towns and
wicle-open rutal areas. In reality, many quecrs from rural or small towns
move to thc city of necessity, and thcn ycaln to leave the urban area and re-

turn to thcir small towlls; and many rccount complicatecl storics of love, sex,

ancl community in thcir srnall-town lives that bclie the closct model.
Mctronorrnativity, while it reveals the rural to be the devaluecl term in thc

urban/rural binary governing the spatialization of model'n U.S. scxual iden-
tities, can also shecl light on the strangely sirnilar constructions of non-
rnetropolitan queer sexualitics in the United States and nonmett'opoÌitan
scxualities in other pafts of the worlcl.T'['hc recent work on "global gays," to
usc l)ennis Altman's ternr, has assumecl a motlcl of globalconsciorrsncss-r'ais-
ing within which "uncnlightened" sexual minorities around the world, and
particularly in Asia, corne into contact with l..uro-American models of gay

identity and Llcgin to folm rights-oriented activist communities. In his book
Gk¡bctl Scx, Altman repeateclly clcscribes the flows of cultural influence be-

twecn the United States and the "developing" world in tenns of the sway of
"modcrn" sexualities on traditional understandings of gendel ancl clcsire.

Sometirncs Altman articulates his awareness of the fact that "sexuality be-
comes an important arena for the production of rnoclernity, with 'gay' ancl

'lesbian' iclentities acting as the markers for modernity" (Altman 2001, gl).

But hc quickly falls back onto thoroughly unexamined assumptions about
contemporary forms of embodiment and liberation; for example, he implies
repeatedly that gendel variancc is an anachronistic markcr of same-sex de-
sirc. Altman writes, "l rcrnain unsure just why 'drag,' and its female equiva-
lents, rerlains a strong part of the contemporary homosexual world, even
where therc is increasing space for open homosexuality and a range of ac-

ceptable ways of 'being'male or female" (91). Altman's moclel of "/ontagious
libclation,/' which is passecl on frorn Westerncrs to those "closeted" folks in
third world èountries who rcmain committccl to an anachronistic model of
g.encler inversion and "drag," is cleeply flawed. lìrom his conception of a

"universal gay identity" to his cquation of Western identity with moclelnity
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and Asian and Latin American homosexualities with tradition, Altman per-

sistently conjures up a cornplex model of globalization only to reduce it at

the level of sexuality to a false opposition betwecn sexual liberation and sex-

ual oppression.s What is mote, his projections of sex/gender anachronism

onto so-called developing uations unnecessarily simplifies and streamlines

sex/Sender systems in dominant nations.!)

In an illuminating essay that acknowledges the diffcrence between the

kind of inevitable model of global gay life that Altman proposes and the ac-

tive irnpositicln of U.S. scxual hegemonies, Alan Sinfìcld notes that "the met-

ropolitan gay rnodcl will be founcl inJohannesburg, lìio deJaneiro and l)clhi,
as well as New York ancl London, in interaction with traditional local, non-
mctlopolitan, modcls" (Sinfield 2OOO, 2I).In other words, Sinfield tecog-

nizcs that a global gay modcl is always irttclat'ting with othcr, oftcn non-

metropolitan sexual economics. At the satne time, then, that we f,nd evi-

clencc of the (uneven) spread of U.S. sexual hegemony within these

metropolitan areas narned by Altman and Sinûeld as centcrs for gay cross-

cultural contact, could it be possible that nonmetropolitan modcls also share

certain characteristics cross-cultutally?'l'hese shared characteristics might be

attributed lcss to capitalist moctalities like gay touristn on which the tnetro-
politan model depcnds ancl more to thc scparation of localized sexual

economics from the so-callcd gay global moclel. In other words, could there

be some level of correspondence betwccn a nonmetropolitan sexual systcm

in rural lndonesia ancl one in rural Nebraska? Ancl coulcl both regions be con-

siclerecl other in relation to the dominant metropolitan model of gay male

sexual exchange? In an cssay on " gay" men in Indonesia, for exatnple, 1bm

Iìoellstorff posits this potential for "someone thousands of rniles away (to be)

closer than someonc next door," and helpfully labels this confluence of dis-

tance and sirnilality "ttanslocal" (lìoellstorff 1999, 48O). Calling for a "more
serious engagemcnt with postcoloniality as a category of analysis" within
queer studies, Ìloellstorff argues that such an engagement "might improve
our understandirrg of scxualities outsicle the'Wcst"' (478). But the full de-

ployment of translocal analysis-by which Ìloellstorff means a way of mov-

ing beyond the local/global and sameness/clifference binarics that have char-

acterized much of the work on transnational sexualities-would presumably

also potentially improve ancl indeed complicatc our unclerstanding of sexu-

alities witltitt the "West."
The kinds of sexual communities, identities, and practices that Floward

describes in Men like Thot, and that have been depictecl and "discovered" in
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rclation to narrative events Ìike the murcler of Brandon'l'eena, may incleed
have less in comrnon with the white gay ancÌ lesbian worlcls associatccl with
the Castro in San lìrancisco, West Hollywood in Los Angeles, and Chelsea in
New York, and they may share sorne signiflcant traits with the sexual ancl
gender practices associated wirh tinnboís in Indonesia and Thailand , truvcsti
in Brazil, and bakltt in the Philippines (Morri s 1994; Manalansan 1997 ; D<tn-
ham l99tì). Like other nonllìetropolitan scx/gender systcrns, U.S. sn'rall-town
and rural altgrnative sexual communities may often be characterized by dis-
tinct gendcr roles, active/passivc sexual positionìng, ancl passing practiccs;
and like other nonmetropolitan models, they þay exist in proximity to,
rather than in distinction from, hctcloscxualities.

In the Unitecl Statcs, rural populations arc stuclied more oftcn in relation
ter class or the formation kuown as white tlash, anci only rarely is the plight
of the rulal poor linked to other subaltern populations ar.ound the worlcl.
Thcre are of course good reasons for not simply lumping all rur.al populations
into one large subaltern formation: as George Lipsitz has documented, evet-r

working-class whites in the Unitecl Statcs havc a "posscssive investmcnt in
whiteness" that situatcs tl-rern in ofien contl'adictory relations to power ancl

clominant discor.u'ses (l.ipsitz l99B). ln thc Miclwest, ûtoreover, the history of
whitencss is linkccl to thc early-twenticth-century Alicn Land Laws, which
rcstrictecl landownelship only to those eligible for citizenship, thereby ex-
cluding, for exarnplc, Âsian irnrnigrants (l,owe 1996). As the federal govcrn-
ment wagecl war on nativc populations in states like Nebraska, "white" im-
migrants fi'om Scandinavia and other nclrthern liuropean destinations were
cncouragcd to settle in the Miclwest by specific ¡{ovel'nment policies aimed at
recruiting "white" settlers (Licbennan 1998; Hictala 200iì). White r.ur.al pop-
ulations in thc Unitecl States, particulally in the Midwest, lnust in fact be
thought about through the racial project of whiteness and the historical con-
stluction of wolking-class "whiteness" as a place of both plivilege and op-
pression. lleç,4_qsc of this complex construction, we must avoid cither ro-
manticizing rural Iivcs or clemonizing thcm: rural queers in particulal. may
participatc in certain orclers of bigotry (like racism or political conservatism)
while being victirnizecl and punished by others (like homophobia ancl sex-
ism). If we turn to thc case of llrandon's murder, we discover a developing
archive for the further consideration of queer rural lives. In the narratives
and accounts that have poured out of the tragic murder of a young trans-
gender rnan and his two friends in rural Nebraska, we find an intricate knot
of questions about how llrandon passed; the desirc he elicitcd from local
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girls; his relationship to gay, lesbian, and transgender identities; the hate and

violence his performance clrew from two young white male friencls; and the

enduring legacy of the whiteness of the heartland.

One account of gay life in the Midwest that recolds the combination of
privilege ancl oppression that characterizes the lives of the white gay men

who live thcre, can be founcl in an oral history projcct called Fann Boys (Fel-

lows 2001). In this volume, historian Will Fellows collected the memories

ancl testimonies of a group of midwestern gay men, all of whom Srew up on

farms in Scandinavian American or German Amcrican families. 'lhe narra-

tives presented by FelÌows in Fsrm lìr.rys were all submitted in response to a

questionnaire that he circulated, and so the stories have an unfortunate

generic quality that emphasizes the similarities rather than the differcnces

between thc life cxpericnces of the men. In this stock format, each man

speaks of his relationship witl-r his father and brothers, describes sorne chilcl-

hoocl sexual experiences (rnany with livestock, for example), and discusses

his move from his rural homctown to the city and (somctimes) back again.

But despite the rcpetitive and formulaic nature of these stoties, some irnpor'

tant featurcs do emerge. Many of the men strcss, for instance, the isolation

and lack of queer community in rural settings. Their isolation has somctimes

led to a lengthy delay in the man's coming-out process, and many take de-

tours through unwanted marriages. Yet the isolation can, on occasion, also

allow for an array of gay or queer iclentities since the men are not mocleling

themselves on one stereotypical narrative. 'lhe emergence of idiosyncratic

formulations of sexual iclentity implies that if certain sex/gender catc'gories

are not prescntecl as incvitable, other options may emerge. Howard claims as

rnuclr in Men like Thttt: "What is apparcnt is that gay identity in Mississippi

(surely as elsewhere) existed alongside multiple queer desires that were not
identity bascd or identity forging"i(29)

Farm Boys also shows that rural settings and srnall towns may offer a.re-

ducccl amount of contact between the queer person and the kinds of medical

discourses that have becn so influential on thc lives of gays, lesbians, and

transsexuals in the twentieth century (Terry 1999). AIso, in climates wherc

homoscxual identity is not forbiclden but simply unthinkable, the preadult

sexual subject wh(pursues salne-sex eroticism may do so without n\rssar-
ily assuming that this sexual activity speaks the truth of one's identigø/ l;ur-

tlrermore, accorcling to the male narrators of Farrn Boys, same-sex slxual ac-

tivity for them was not nccessarily accompanied by noticeable degrees of ef-

fcminacy, ancl in fact, male effeminacy was actively discouraged within their
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communities less as á sign of homosexual tendencies and more because it dicl
not fit with the heavy labor expected of boys in farm families. lìy _the sarne
logic, however, rutal wome n were morc likely to be characteri zed by genclcr
inveriión because masculinity in women seems not to have been actively clis-
couraged. A masculine woman, in thc context of a farm, is not automatically
read as a lesbian; she is simply a hglworklng,woman who can take care of
heqsclf and her farm. liarm masculinities for men and women,,then, result in
an asyrntnclr'ical devclopnlcnt of gay ancl lesbian identil.ies in tcrms of thcir
relations to gender-inversion models of sexual identity.

Many of the men in Form.llo¡s disassociated themselves from the metro-
politan gay worlds that they discover:ed once they left their rural and small-
town homes. Some werc puzzled and disturbed by gay effeminacy in the
citics, and others were annoyed by the eqiration of gay with "activist." J'his
desire to have a scxual practiçdr5eparate from an overt ideological critiqtñ of
the state or heteronorrnatlvrty]än be taken as one legacy of the history of
whitcncss that marks thc co#runitics the ,., r.urur.å" ,át, b*;-;. |cllows
malid.{ no comment on the often reactionary political sentiments of these
white gay men and his remarks focus instead on the importancc of pluraÌis-
tic accounts of gay life. As an oral historian, furtherrnore, who has actively
solicited and shaped the responses of his informants, fellows has left himself
little roorn for critical commentary. FIis project points to the difflculties in-
volved in taking account of rural gay lives, but it also charts the contradic-
tory nature of rural queers who have been omitted from clominant accounts
of queer lifc and yet must not be reprcsentcd as a subalteln population.

As Fellows's volume artTues, it is not always easy to fathom'the contours of
queer life in rural settings because, particularly in the case of gay men, queel's

from rural settings are not well represented in the literature that has been so

much a hallmark of twentieth-century gay identity. Gay mcn and lesbians
from rural settings tencl not to be artists and writers in such great numbers,
and so most of the coming-out stories that we rcad are written by peoplc
from citics or suburbs. As Evc Kosofsky Sedgwick's work has shown in corn-
pelling detail, the histoly of twentíeth-century Ìiterature in an Anglo-Amer-
lcan context has been indelibly malked and influencecl by thc contributions
of white gay men; consequently, literature has been a powcrful vehiclc for
the production and consolidation of gay identity (Scdgwick 19tì6, 1990). But
again, little of this literature has anything at all to say about rural life, and
most of it ties homosexual encounters to the rhythms of the city. Just a quick
glance at some of the rnost influential high-culture texts of queer urban life
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would reveal gay guidebooks to C)scar Wilcle's Lonclon, Jcan Genct's l)aris,

Christopher Ishelwoocl's lìerlin, Irl. M l"orster's lìlotencc, 'l'homas Mann's

Venice, lìlclmuncl White's New York, John Rccl-ry's Los Angeles, Allcn (ìins-

berg's San lìtancisctt, and so on. Canonized litcrary production by liuro-

American lesbian writcls like lìadclyffe Flall, Djuna tìalncs, Jcanette Winter-

son, ancl Gcrtrude Stein similarly focuses, although less obsessively, on urban

locations like Paris, Lonclon, ancl New York. llut in queer writing by women,

we do fìncl somc of the themes that we might also expcct to see in accounts

of rural queel life like stolics of isolation and numcrous passing narratives'

While f,ctional nat'ratives of queer rural life are quite hard to find, some

ethnographic work ancl oral histories clicl crnerge in thc I990s. Howarcl's M¿rr

tike 7'h0t is an exemplary ancl uniquc history and ethnoglaphic survey of the

sexual practiccs ancl social mores of men who have sex with men in sottth-

ern Mississippi. His ltook exarnines "sexual and gcndel nonconfolmity,

specifically male homoscxualities ancl male-to-fcmale transgender scxualities

in Mississippi frorn 1945-1985" (l{owarcl 1999, xiv). Arguing that mt-'n "likc
that" in the rural South in the 1950s were "lar¡;ely homebound, living in fa-

milial households," Flowarcl shows that these mcn dicl travel nonetheless,

but mt>st clicl not migrate to big cities; instead, "queet' movcmcnt consisted

of circulation rather than conglegation" (xiv). Most queers, he claims, found

par.tners within their immediatc vicinity, and in the 1950s, thesc men wel'e

able to escape state sulveillance of theil illicit activities and their queel scx-

ual practiccs went unclctected. Ily the supposedly liberal 1960s, however, a

new discourse of pervct'sion allowcd for the large-scale harassment ancl afrest

of lar:ge numbers of queer men. What Howard's book perhaps docs not em-

phasizc enough is the irnpunity fr:om legal and moral scrutiny in Mississippi

that was extendecl specif,cally to white men whilc the sexual activities of

black rnen (gay or straight) were constantly watched by fretful white citizens.

In fact, it is not so surprising that white patriarchs durin¡¡ the same per:iocl

were ablc to have sex with boys, black mcn, ancl eacìh othef without incur-

ring any kincl of comment. Flowalcl's book also has little to say about femalc

sexual practices in lural ateas, ancl we are left to wonder whether the histtl-

ries of men like that can tcll us anything at all about the women who were

also homebouncl ancl yet had no opportunities fol congregation or circula-

tiorr.
While Brandon f,ts only nominally into the catcgory of "woman" and

whilc his complex story cannot at all be called "lesbian," Ihandon's choices

cìo give us some insight into what kinds of options may exist for closs-iclen-
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tified, female-born transgender peoplc in rural scttings. Many urban gays,

lesbians, and transgender people responcled to the murder of llrandon with
a "what do you expect" attitude, as if brutality was an inevitablc consc-
quence of trying to pull off such a risky endeavor as passing for male in some
godforsaken place. But what such a lesponse ignores is the fact that Brandon
hud bccn passing for male wilh only rnixed success in thc city of Lirrcoln, Ne-

braska, since his early teenage years; incleed, it was only when he left the city
andrln4lg 4 leverse migration to the small town of l;alls City that he really
p.tú.d off a credible presentation as maly'Obviously, the small town can ac-

commoclate some perforrnances.u.r-r ur'it is a dangerous þlac" for othcrs-
for example, an exhibition of normativc masculinity in a transgencler man
r'nay go unnoticed while an overt and public demonstration of nonnorma-
tive gendering may be sevcrely and frequently punished. Urban responscs to
ßrandon's clecisions also misunderstand cornplctely the appeal of thc small
town to certain subjects. Like Sylvie Hess, the West Virginian in Stewart's

ethnography who rcmembers the loss of a favor:ite animal and the beauty of
the place of its death siclc by side, the rural clueer may be attracted to the
small town for precisely those reasons that makc it seem uninhabitable to the
urban queer.

Brandon clearly knew what was possible in lalls City, Nebraska, and he
scemed to know what lirnits rnight be irnposed on his passing perfoLmance.
llc moved to l;alls City not in orcler to be a stranger with no histoly but be-
cause he had friencls there. As Angelia R. Wilson obseivcs in an cssay about
"Gay and Lesbian Life in lì.ural Arncrica": "Unknown outsiders are never wel-
comed in srnall towns." And she continues:{ttc key to sulvivai in a rural
community is interdepcnclencc'1-iWilson 2()00, 208). Ilranclon quitc quickly
devclopecl a friendship netwoi'k in l;alls City, which includecl both his gill-
friencls and his kiliers, b-ut he secnecl to take a certain comfort in being
known and in knowing everyone in town. lly rnoving to a small town ancl
sctting up life as a young lnan, moreovcr, Brandon was opcrating within thc
long traclition of passing womcn in rural areas of North America that has

been clocumented by historian Lisa Duggan anong others.r0 Wilson men-
tions at least onc such narrative in her essay involving an "African American
woman who lived as ¿ì man for 15 years" in Mississippi in the 1940s ancl

1950s. Jim Mcl{arlis/Annie Lec Grant lived in a small town called I(osciusko,
working ancl dating wotrren, ancl was only cliscoverect when he was arresteci
by the local police for a tlaffrc violation. After that,jim left town and began
Ìris life as a nìan elsewhere.'l'hc story was rcportecl in libony in 1954.rr And
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there are many rrore. While gencler c--odes may be somewhat more flexible in
urban settings, this also means tl-rat peoplc Llccomc more astute in urban con-
texts at reading gcncler. In the context of a small town where there are strict
codcs of norrnativity, there is also a greater'¡totential for subverting the cocles

surrcptitiously.
The llrandon story brings to light at least thrcc historiographical problerns

relatecl to the topic of studying queer rural lifc. First, this narrative reveals
how cliff,cult transgencler history has been to write in gcneral, but also how
thcrc may be specifìc dimensions of transgender identity that are particular
to a rural setting. Givcn that many gay, lesbian, and transgendel peoplc who
grow up and live in small rural areas may not iclentify at all with these labels,
the rural context allows for a different array of acts, practices, perfòrrnanccs,
and identiñcations. Sccond, the llrandon story suggcsts that too often mi-
nority history hingcs on represcntativc examples provided by the lives of a

few extraol'dinary individuals. And so in rclation to thc cornplicated matrix
of rural clueer livcs, we tend to lely on the story of a Ìlrandon Teena or a

Matthew Shcparcl rathcr than f,ncling out about thc queer people who live
quietly, if not cornfortably, in isolatcd areas or small towns all acr.oss North
America. 'lhe "representative inclividual" model of n'rinority histor.y, furth_cr-
lnorc, grows out of the par:ticular tendency in Western culture to think about
sexuality in tclrns o[, as l;oucault clcscribcs it, "tllc iml)lantation oI pt,rver-
sions," which in turn surface as identities (|oucault 1980).'l'he history of scx-
uality in a l,luro-Amcrican contcxt has thereforc traced thc medical and legal
histories of the formation of identities like "homosexual," "lesbian," "trans-
sexual," ancl "heteroscxual." Whilc Ì;oucauldian histories have been careful
tcl depict the sexolclgical production of identities over space and time, still
much critical attention focuses on the individual, the formation and trans-
formations of self, the psychology of desire, the clrama of pathology and
pathologization, the elnergcnce of types, ancl even the biographies of famous
representativc individuals (like lìactclyffe l{all, Oscar Wilde, and so on). l,ess

tirne, as George Chauncey has pointed out, has been spent on considering
the developments of queeL cotnlnunities, and the negotiations of dcsire and
identity within communitics that may be unifìed or clisunified by other
modes of identifìcation (Chaunccy 1989). liven less time has bcen spent in
consideration of those srrbjects who rcmain outsiclc the ambit of the medical
and psychological productions of identity, and the rcverse discourses that
greet and shapc their use. Precisely because queer history has been so preoc-
cupied with indivicluals, it has been harder to talk about class ancl race, iurd
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it has seemecl much rnore relevant to cliscuss gender variance ancl sexual
practices. All too often, community models are offered only as a generalized

model of many individuals rather than as a complex interactive model of
space/ cmbodiment, locality, and clesire.'lhe Brandon archive, then, neccis to
be reacl lcss in terms of the history of one extraordinary person, and rnore in
terms of the constructions of community and self that it brings to light.

'lhe third and ñnal historiographical problem in relation to this case has

to do with the stakes of authenticity. What is real? What is narrative? As I

argue in chapter 6 in relation to Austin Powers and drag king subcultures,
queer gendcrs profounclly disturb thc ordcr of relations between the authen-

tic and the inauthentic, the original ancl the mimic, the real and the con-
stiucted. And as we will see in the ncxt chapter in relation to transgender bi-
ographies, there arc no true accounts of "passing livcs" but only fictions, ancl

the whole story turns on the production of counterfeit realities that are so

convincing that thcy rcplacc ancl subsumc thc real. 'l'his case itself hinges on
thc procluction of a "counterfcit" masculinity that cvcn thclugh it depends
on deccit ancl illegality, tulns out to bc rnorc conrpc'lling, sccluctivc, ancl con-
vincing than the so-called real masculinities with which it colnpetcs.

Future Histories

Ultimately, thc Blandon archive is not sirnply the true story of a young queer
misfrt in rulal North America. It is also a necessarily incomplcte and ever cx-
panding recorcl of how we selcct our hcr<les as well as how we commemorate
our dead. James lìaldwin, in his account of thc 1979 Atlanta rnurclcrs of black
children, calls our attention to the function of streamlining in thc awful
vicinity of violent erasule. ln The Evídanca of 'l-hings Not Seetr,llalclwin writes:
"'l'he cowardice of this time and place-this cra-is nowhere morc clearly re-

vcaled than in the perpetual attcmpt to make the pubìic and sclcial disastcr
the result, or the issue of a single dcn-rentecl cl'eature, or, pelhaps, half a

dozen such creatures, who have, quite incomprehensibly, gone off their
rockcrs and rnust be murclered and locked up" (Iìalclwin 1995,72). 'lhe cle-

sire, in other words,ithe despcrate desire, to attribute hatc crimes to crazy in-
dividuals and to point to the U.S. iusticc systcm as the remedy for unusual

.disturbanccs to the-social ordcr of things must be resisted in favor of politi-
cal accounts of crimc and punishment. In the end, we are nr>t simply cele-
brating a llranclon Teena and denouncing a John Lotter or 'fhomas Nissen,
nor should we be seeing love as the rcclemptive outcomc to a tale of hate; thc
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real work of collecting the stories of a Brandon Teena, a Billy Tipton, or a

Matthew Shepard must be to create an archive capable of providing a record

of the complex interactions of race, class, gender, and sexuality that result in

murder, but whose origins lie in state-authorized formations of racism, ho-

mophobia, and poverty. Justice in the end lies in the unraveling of the crime

not simply in its solution, and when we cease to unravel we become collab-

orators. "The author of a crime," notes Baldwin, "is what he is . . . but he who

collaborates is doomed forever in that unimaginable and yet very common

condition which we weakly call hell" (125). The stories we collect in the

Brandon archive should stretch far beyond the usual tales of love and hate

and the vatious narratives of accommodation; this archive lends us precisely

the kind of evidence for things not seen that Baldwin sought, and in the end,

if we read it right, it may tell us a different story about late-twentieth-century

desire, race, and geography. with careful organization now this archive may

also become an important resource later for future queer historians who want

to interplet the lives we have lived from the few lecords we have left behind.
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What is remembering? Remembering brings the absent into the present,

connects what is lost to what is here. Remembering draws attention to

lostness and is made possible by emotions of space that open backward

into a void. Memory depends upon void, as void depends upon mem-

ory, to think it. Once void is thought, it can be canceled. Once memory

is thought, it can be commodified.

-Anne Carson, Economy of the Unlost

'l'he act of remembering, says poet and essayist Anne Carson, "connects what
is lost to what is here." And to be unlost is to exist in that space between re-

tricval and obliteration where erasure waits on one side and something well
short of salvation waits on the other side. In many ways/ lJrandon exists

arnong the unlost; he is actively retnembered by people who never knew
him, and he is endlessly memorialized as a symbol for the lives that have
passed unnoticed and the deaths that have gone unrecorded. When we "re-
member// llrandon, what do we remember, who do we remernber, and why
do we invest so much hope in the remembering of an individual who would
have appeared unremarkable and possibly unsympathetic had most of his
mourners met him today? lly calling the legacy of llrandon an "archive," as

I did in my last chapter, I draw attention to the material and phantasmatic
investments in this figure who stands enigmatically for a generation or com-
munity of the lost, and I show how the act of remembering Brandon consti-
tutes an act ef mourning for a life unlivecl, a potentiaÌ unrealized, and an
identity unformed. In.Econorny of the Unlost, Carson comments: "Once void
is thought, it can be canceled. Once memory is thought, it can be commod-
if,ed." In this chapter, I will trace the commodiñcation of memory by biog-
raphers of transgender subjects. If some memories are motivated by an idc-
alizing and sentimental desire to elevate these characters to iconic states,
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