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Matthew Shepard was killed on October 12, 1998, a victim of an anti-gay hate crime. The 

two men who murdered Shepard felt threatened by his outward homosexuality. At the time, their 

excuse was actually a legitimate legal defense, called “homosexual panic” (Sedgwick 20). An 

academic named Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick explains that "homosexual panic" is when a person 

attacks a homosexual victim because the attacker feels provoked by his victim’s sexuality. 

Shepard’s killers, apparently threatened enough to be violent, tied him to a fence on a very cold 

night, beat him, and left him for dead. Shepard was found eighteen hours later and died from his 

injuries in the hospital after a few days. In late twentieth-century conflicts over LGBT+ 

communities, identities, and roles in society, Matthew Shepard fell victim to homophobic 

prejudice and violence; however, his parents refused to allow their son to die in vain and from 

this tragedy inspired compromise in laws protecting LGBT+ citizens from hate crimes. After 

their son, Matthew’s brutal murder, Dennis, and Judy Shepard dedicated themselves to effect 

great change in the law and in societal attitudes and actions toward the LGBT+ community. 

People who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or many other types of gender 

and sexuality have faced ongoing conflicts with legal protection and persecution. For 

generations, people of the American LGBT+ community have faced prejudice and 

discrimination, socially, culturally, medically, and legally. The Stonewall Riots of June 1969 

tend to be regarded as the genesis of the Gay Rights Movement, and that battle continues to be 

fought today. As stated in "LGBT Rights Milestones Fast Facts." CNN,  in July 1961 the state on 

Illinois becomes the first state to decriminalize homosexuality by revoking their sex laws, on the 

other hand, on January 1, 1973, the state of Maryland became the first state to legally ban 

same-sex marriage . The criminalization or legalization of same-sex marriage remained a 
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bellwether issue for the LGBT+ community until 2015 when same-sex marriage was legalized 

across the country by the Supreme Court of the United States. Even though same-sex marriage is 

now the law of the land, members of the LGBT+ community may still encounter antagonism and 

hostility, and court cases challenging same-sex marriage or other rights for LGBT citizens are 

ongoing.  

According to the American Psychiatric Association, the act of being denied the ability to 

marry one’s significant other strengthens the stigma associated with a small amount of a person's 

sexual identity. Researchers from the American Psychiatric Association has proven that living in 

a state where one is not allowed to marry someone of the same sex can lead to chronic social 

stress and mental health issues. This kind of legal prejudice and discrimination impacts the 

LGBT+ community’s well-being. A particular part of the LGBT+ community that is particularly 

prone to problems is adolescents and young adults. The Gay Lesbian Straight Education Network 

(GLSEN) reports that young LGBT+ people face hostility, harassment, and discrimination 

(“New GLSEN National School Climate Survey”). The American Psychiatric Association, 

psychologists, and other mental health professionals worry about the mental health of young 

adults and adolescents due to the stigma that may hurt and sabotage their healthy development. 

There hasn’t been any time in American history more open to people who are LGBT+ 

than now, yet there are still people who discriminate against individuals because they are deemed 

somehow different. While society has changed even in the last two decades, LGBT+ people 

continue to be victimized by violent crime and murder. The murder of Matthew Shepard in 1998 

remains an example of how people were being treated during that time -- and sometimes 

continue to be treated today. In the 1990s individuals who were LGBT were publicly threatened 
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and hurt, not enough has necessarily changed to make America a anti-hate nation. Still, 

Shepard’s death brought the issue of discrimination to people's attention and inspired many 

people, especially his family, to fight for change.  

Matthew Shepard was born on December 1, 1976. As a child and young adult, he wasn’t 

athletic like his older brother Logan, but he did enjoy activities like theater and politics. In 

middle school, he represented the Wyoming Recycling Club and traveled all around the state. He 

was well liked by many. Matthew traveled with his family extensively during his life. For 

example, when his father took a new job, the family moved to Saudi Arabia. As to be expected, 

Shepard was excited but at the same time nervous and scared, but according to his father Dennis 

Shepard in an interview, he adjusted to his new school and classmates quickly. With his new 

school in Saudi Arabia, he went on a trip to Morocco when a horrific event took place: 

According to"Matthew's Story." Matthew Shepard Foundation, 2015, Shepard was beaten and 

raped by a group of locals, who, sadly, were never caught. After this experience, he began to 

seek help for the trauma, but nothing seemed to work. According to his father, Dennis Shepard, 

in a personal interview, “It was something he needed to get over on his own.” Despite this 

trauma, Shepard was a kind, caring, and bright person. He also went back to Colorado to finish 

his college career. He was a home type kind of boy some would say.  

As a twenty-one year old college student at University of Wyoming, Matthew Shepard 

encountered Aaron McKinney and Russell Henderson at a local pub. The two men saw him as an 

easy target to rob, so they took him to a rural area in the early hours of October 6, 1998. Instead 

of robbing him, however, McKinney and Henderson beat and tortured Matthew before tying him 

to a fence post and leaving him to die. Matthew Shepard’s murderers seemed to think that 
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anti-gay prejudice would excuse them from the crime they committed. Henderson said that 

McKinney was the “mastermind” behind the attack. McKinney then claimed “the ‘gay panic’ 

defense” and said that “his uncontrollable anger was ignited by a sexual advance by Mr. 

Shepard” (Brooke 2). McKinney wrote in a letter that Matthew Shepard said, “‘said he was gay 

and wanted a piece of me,’’ and so they “‘flipped out and began to pistol whip’” Shepard 

(Brooke 2). McKinney and Henderson relied on laws that seemed to allow violence against the 

LGBT community. Luckily, the judge in the trial, Judge Barton Voigt, did not allow them to 

claim that Matthew Shepard’s homosexuality was at fault for the attack. The murderers took plea 

deals made with the attorneys representing Shepard and his family. In order to avoid the death 

penalty, they agreed to life sentences (Curtis). 

Aaron Kreifels, the man that found Matthew tied to a fence, thought he was a scarecrow, 

but as he approached the scene, he soon realized it was an unconscious man with his face 

covered in blood. “God, the kid’s been crucified,” thought Pohlen, Jerome. Gay and Lesbian 

History for Kids. Chicago Review Press, 2016. He called the paramedics in panic. The Shepard 

family, when they heard the news that Matthew was hospitalized, felt confused. According to a 

personal interview with Dennis Shepard, the family thought he had suffered a car accident. When 

they discovered what had really happened, they were filled with disgust and horror. As the 

doctor broke the news that their son had died, Matthew’s parents were obviously grief-stricken 

but filled with relief that they didn't have to make the choice to take him off of life support. 

Matthew Shepard’s father was and is still distraught and angry that someone took the life of his 

son. When Matthew’s death was announced, Judy Shepard emerged from the Colorado hospital 
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and said, “‘Go home, give your kids a hug and don’t let a day go by without telling them that you 

love them’” (qtd. in  Pohlen).  

By the time of Matthew’s memorial in Casper, the murder flashed from the front page of 

every newspaper. The Reverend Fred Phelps of the anti-gay Westboro Baptist Church showed up 

to Matthew’s memorial with a few followers. Their initial reaction was horrifying. According to 

Pohlen, Jerome. Gay and Lesbian History for Kids. Chicago Review Press, 2016, they brought 

signs that said “Matt in Hell,” “Aids cure Fags,” and “No Special Laws for Fags”. Romaine 

Patterson, a lesbian friend of Matthew, devised a plan to protect the Shepard family from the 

Westboro Baptist Church’s hatefulness. She, along with many friends, dressed as “Angels of 

Peace” and joined together, shoulder to shoulder, surrounding around Phelps and his followers. 

They did not want all of America to see this hatred on television, nor did they want Matthew’s 

parents to have to endure the disrespect of their beloved son.  

During perpetrator Aaron McKinney’s trial, he attempted to use the “gay panic” defense 

to plead innocence, but the presiding judge would not allow it. Originally, McKinney was 

sentenced to death, but Matthew’s parents spared him. “‘I would not like nothing better than to 

see you die, Mr. Mckinney. However, this is the time to begin the healing process. To show 

mercy to someone who refused to show any mercy… May you have a long life, and may you 

thank Matthew for every day of it,’” stated Dennis Shepard in Pohlen, Jerome. Gay and Lesbian 

History for Kids. Chicago Review Press, 2016. The murder of Matthew Shepard sparked many 

new movements to address anti-gay hatred and hate crimes in America. The changes in the law 

that Matthew Shepard's parents made because they did not want their son to die in vain were 

incredible.  Matthew Shepard's parents became activists for changes to federal and state laws. 
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The Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act of 2009 helped to 

contribute to a tremendous impact on the LGBT+ community legal standing. According to CNN 

Politics, President Obama signed the act into law on October 28, 2009. The law takes its name 

from both Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr., victims of hate crimes in 1998. Shepard was 

targeted for his sexual orientation, and Byrd for his race. The Matthew Shepard and James Byrd 

Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act protects victims of hate crimes due to race, color, religion, or 

national origin. According to the Department of Justice, “ it provides funding and technical 

assistance to state, local, and tribal jurisdictions to help them to more effectively investigate and 

prosecute hate crimes.”. This act was passed on to protect the LGBT+ community and many 

other minority groups. 

 The Laramie Project reflects another touchpoint in the impact and legacy of the murder 

of Matthew Shepard. The Laramie Project is a play performed by high schools, colleges, and 

theater companies across the nation. It explains, word for word, the thoughts, and reactions of the 

people involved with Matthew’s case. The Laramie Project helps individuals understand the 

history, conflict, and consequences faced by those involved. Viewers of The Laramie Project, an 

iconic masterpiece of contemporary LGBT+ culture, can see every dot connecting in Matthew’s 

murder, providing them the chance to feel like they are in Wyoming, experiencing the heartfelt 

suffering Matthew’s family and friends had to endure, but also the guilt Matthew’s murderers 

felt, and the hatred with which protestors at Matthew’s funeral attacked the community. 

Matthew’s family created The Matthew Shepard Foundation to raise awareness of what had 

happened to their son and brother. The Matthew Shepard Foundation, along with other 



 
 
 

7 

organizations, help individuals deal with, accept, and love an LGBT+ family member or close 

friend. Judy Shepard has to lead many fundraisers to support the LGBT+ community.  

It was not a healthy environment in the 1990’s for people who were LGBT. They were seen and 

treated as less. It wasn’t and isn’t okay for anyone to feel useless every single day just because 

they are different. The LGBT+ community feels attacked all the time by the law and their 

surroundings. Matthew Shepard fell victim to a hate crime that should never be repeated. He was 

beaten and tortured, his face covered in blood beside streaks made by his tears running down his 

face. His life was taken because two men, Aaron McKinney and Russell Henderson couldn’t 

understand that he wasn’t like anyone else. They had to take him away from family and friends 

that loved him so very much. Matthew Shepard had his future planned out but he was not given 

the blessing to live long enough. Society has become very accepting of the LGBT+ community 

but with every step that we take forward, a life is saved. The Shepard family has taken so many 

steps to make America hate free. No one should suffer consequences for being themselves. Help 

erase hate and make everyone feel loved and happy to be alive.  
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