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Over the past few weeks, LGBT media from mainstream magazines like Out Magazine (https.//www.instagram.comyp/CA5iyqKjb9g/) andfashion foul play
Instagram watchdog @diet_prada (https://www.instagram.com/p/CA6hATfn90P/) have posted tributes to Marsha P. Johnson, the trailblazing Black drag
queen who threw the first brick that started the Stonewall riots.

As this year's LGBTQ pride celebrations coincide with a global uprising against police brutality and systematic racism and violence against Black people, it
seems fitting to commemorate the iconic Black drag mother who started it all. However, the queer Black activists of today wonder if this representation will
be there after #BlackLivesMatter leaves the headlines—and whether this is a tribute or tokenism.
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3 Today is June 1st— the start of Pride
month in what has already been a year
of years, to say the least. This is what
living through history feels like.

Please remember that cultural
suppression of LGBTQ+ people and
Black people stem from the same root
— corrupt power systems established
by white people to continually
disenfranchise all BIPOC, Stonawall
was a riot in response to a police raid
and Pride is able to happen today
because people took a stand. It was
Marsha P. Johnson, a Black trans
woman, who threw the first brick
through a window and kicked off a
movement that would lead to the
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“There is a thick line between representation and tokenism,” said Aude Konan, a French-lvorian writer (https://www.audekonan.com/) and filmmaker
(https://www.instagram.com/audekonan/) based in London.

“Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivero are used as tokens by the media and influencers to resist accusations of racism. If you can only name two people to
represent us, then you are guilty of erasing us.”

While mainstream media is acknowledging the LGBT activists of colour standing up to police brutality in the past, there has been very little mention of the
present, including the murder of Black trans man Tony McDade (https://www.pinknews.co.uk/2020/06/02/tony-mcdade-death-trans-eyewitness-reports-
police-fatal-shooting-black-lives-matter/) by Tallahassee police, two days after the tragic killing of George Floyd that inspired the #BlackLivesMatter
protests.

“Hundreds of Black people have been killed by police in the UK, US and elsewhere but these deaths have remained normalised,” said Black British
Academics (https://blackbritishacademics.co.uk/) Founder Dr. Deborah Gabriel, pointing out that those writing about the protests rarely mention the three
Black women who founded the movement.

“Why has it taken eight distressing minutes of video footage depicting a Black man being murdered for us to hear about this commitment from Pride
media?” said British-Jamaican artist (https://cargocollective.com/jadepollardcrowe), activist and academic (https://grsj.arts.ubc.ca/person/jade-pollard-
crowe/) Jade Pollard-Crowe, pointing out that these more mainstream LGBTQ media outlets should be aware of the enormous amount of police violence that
Black transwomen routinely face.

Meanwhile in Europe, there is a push from the media to blame racism on the United States (https://www.media-diversity.org/is-the-international-media-
reckoning-with-structural-racismy/), and ignore the numerous ways that racism intersects with homophobia in their countries, as well. Just last week,
European Commission Vice President Margaritis Schinas claimed that a US-style “police crisis” was unlikely in Europe, but didn’t mention the numerous
ways that colonialism has informed structural racism across the continent today.



“How can you say that there is no racism in Europe when US racism was born in Europe?” asked Rachael Moore, the coordinator of Rainbow House in
Brussels (http://rainbowhouse.be/en/). Konan had a similar experience while they were living in France. They struggled to publish the stories that they
wanted to write about queer, Black people navigating life in France, as publishers pressured them to write stereotypical stories about Black people in the
United States instead.

While many British activists are starting to make the connections between the anti-racism conversation unfolding in the United States and their own history,
there is still a long way to go—particularly in terms of the intersections between queer activism and racial justice.

“Black queer life in Britain marks a site of invisibility, a footnote rarely publicised or remembered,” said Sue Mary Lemos, who researches Black British
queer activism at the University of Warwick in the United Kingdom.

“There is much more awareness of what happened in the US. Black and Brown transwomen were integral to Stonewall, integral to the whole queer
movement over there,” she continues, pointing out that alternative media and initiatives, such as AZ Mag (https://azmagazine.co.uk/), Haringey Vanguard
(https://www.haringey.gov.uk/libraries-sport-and-leisure/culture/exploring-haringey/bruce-castle-museum/whats/selected-projects/community-projects) and
the rukus! archive (https://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/things-to-do/london-metropolitan-archives/the-collections/Pages/rukus.aspx) founded by Ajamu X and
Topher Campbell have worked to record some of these histories in the absence of mainstream attention.

In the absence of this intersectionality, there is also a misconception that a person of colour is almost always homophobic—even though decades of this
history, and activism say otherwise. Pollard-Crowe sees this come up in media coverage of homophobic hate crimes that almost always emphasise race if
the perpetrator is Black, but not if they are white.

In her work as an artist, she seeks to challenge this notion of Black homophobia.

“I make reference to queer Black history while critiquing the exoticized femme space offered to Black women and the heterosexist hyper-masculine space
offered to Black men in popular culture,” she says, describing some of her performances.

Pollard-Crowe hopes that media can do more to break down some of these racist stereotypes.

“Celebrate the agency of Black LGBTQ people, charities and organizations,” she urges. “There are incredible Black activists who fought for LGBT liberation—
highlight them!

However, Dr. Gabriel is less optimistic that the media is up to the task—in her eyes, the mainstream media is so dominated by white, male, middle class,
heterosexual narratives, that these views are always centred, and presented as universal even though they're so obviously not.

“White-owned media have their own agendas and it is not radical change,” she said, adding that the only way around this is to create new media networks
—she herself has started People With Voices (http://peoplewithvoices.com/), Black Bloggers UK & International Network
(http://blackbloggersnetwork.co.uk/).

“We need to develop and sustain our own networks and amplify our own voices, she continued. “There will never be change unless we continue to
challenge, continue to demand change, continue to use our political and economic will to bring about change — and not just when journalists decide to
focus on race.”

Many other people interviewed for this article agree—Konan now runs personalised workshops (https://www.audekonan.com/training) for Black
storytellers. Moore shares that last year Black Belgian LGBTQ activists crowdfunded to produce Extra Nostro (https://www.rtbf.be/culture/pop-
up/detail_extranostro-la-premiere-web-serie-afro-queer-et-francophone-marion-jaumotte?id=10179478) — the world's first ever French-language series
about Black LGBT+ people. Established media houses were not interested in supporting it.

“Black people face great challenges being heard in the mainstream. Black women face greater challenges — and, Black LGBTQ people, even greater,” Dr.
Gabriel concludes.

“But, we must strive to be more collective and inclusive and to draw attention to the myriad of ways in which racism manifests for different identities.”
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