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When I transferred to the University of Pennsylvania in the fall of 2010, I didn’t quite 
understand everything that entailed attending an Ivy League institution.  Everything felt 
overwhelming and exclusive.  When I first conceived of the idea for The LGBT Colors Project, 
I knew that it could not follow the model of other organizations on campus. I wanted it to be 
an inclusive project that encouraged different perspectives.  Through conversations with queer 
people of color at Penn and the queer communities in Philadelphia, I came to realize that 
there was something missing from the debate in queer politics. At Penn specifically, I realized 
that there was a lack of space where queer people of color could form a dialogue. Although I 
recognized that Penn is a privileged institution, and that I am privileged by the mere fact that 
I am a student here, I dreamed that it was possible to create a space that recognized my own 
privilege while understanding that we also have a connection and responsibility to oppressed 
groups that is much deeper and far greater than the halls of the Ivy League. When starting the 
Project, one of my biggest concerns was that there was not going to be enough interest and 
support. 

Fortunately, I was able to find a wonderful group of individuals and organizations that 
would support the Project and are the reasons that it exists today. Today, this publication 
represents a collective voice of difference. This project creates an opportunity to embrace 
difference, to learn about it, to appreciate it, and to love it. It also allows for the opportunity to 
reexamine the institutions that immobilize groups.  By highlighting the various perspectives 
and experiences of queer people of color, these pieces challenge the marginalization of what 
it means to be a sexual, racial, and gender minority. These works help us to think about how 
important our ideas, stories, and experiences are to the world we live in, to our relation with 
our bodies, and to our relations with each other. I hope that this project creates a space for 
dialogue and critical reflection in the queer community while thinking about its connection to 
race, gender, and class.  

On behalf of the members of the Project, I want to thank the following organizations and 
individuals for all of their support and wisdom: the LGBT Center, Director Bob Schoenberg, 
and Associate Director Erin Cross; the Kelly Writers House and Director Jessica Lowenthal; 
Makuu Black Cultural Center and Director Brian Peterson; the Pan-Asian American 
Community House; the Gender, Sexuality, and Women’s Studies Program and Directors Dr. 
Christine Poggie and Dr. Demie Kurz; the Greenfield Intercultural Center and Director Valerie 
De Cruz; QPOC and Co-Chairs Christopher Griffin and Diana Estrada-Alamo; Queer Ladies 
at Penn; Queer Student Alliance; PennULTRA; Re:Thinking Queer; the Lambda Alliance; and 
Dr. Lyndon K. Gill and the students of ANTH150: Black Queer Studies.
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“Alright,” my mother said solemnly, absorbing the 
impact of my words with the poise of someone who has 
been taught since childhood the perceived importance 
of a calm face in a difficult situation. “We can fix this.”

I shouldn’t have been disappointed. Many in my 
situation would have been met with hysterical scenes 

and even violence in response to the words, “I’m gay.” 
But my mother sat on my bed, where I had called her 
to finally explain why I had been acting strange the past 
couple of weeks, and offered to help me find a solution to 
something I no longer considered a problem. Like many 
Pakistanis who grow up to realize they are attracted 
to the same sex, I spent my adolescence treating my 
sexuality as an obstacle I had to overcome, a burden that 
it was my duty to defeat.

Duty. It’s a word that often finds its way into a South 
Asian upbringing. You have a duty to your parents, a duty 
to the traditions of your family, a duty to the community 
you are a part of. In my Muslim household, duty to God 
was also often spoken of. In these abstractions, I found 
a reason to resent a part of myself, for surely being gay 
meant a failure on my part to fulfill one of my numerous 
duties. It wasn’t until I came to college that I came to 
recognize a responsibility I had neglected for so many 
years: my duty to myself to lead a full, happy life.

It has taken me a long time to reconcile my 
sexual orientation with my identity as a Pakistani 
Muslim, and I make no claims to having completed 
the process. Sometimes I have taken the easy way out, 
by strengthening my identification as a gay man at the 
expense of my association with my Pakistani heritage 
and my Muslim faith, but I know this does not need 
to be the case. I know one identity does not challenge 

or weaken the other; I know there is no limit to the 
number of ways I choose to define myself. But I must 
fight against the cultural norms that are such an integral 
part of traditional South Asian life that have taught 
me since childhood that there is only one way to love 
someone, that there is only one type of family.

Tradition is another word that frequently 
seems to dig its way deep into the fabric of 
a South Asian upbringing. The danger, of 
course, is in treating these traditions as static 
and adhering to them solely for the sake of 
their continuation. I recently heard someone 
speak of the “oppressiveness of culture,” and 
it immediately resonated in me. Far too often, 

culture and traditions are used as a means to confine 
and limit. I have learnt, however, that my background 
does not require that I uphold tradition at all costs, but 
rather that I remain engaged in a constant dialogue with 
the culture I am a part of.

It’s been six months since my mother sat on my 
bed and offered her misguided solution, and I know 
acceptance is a long and turbulent road. I have learnt 
how much my family loves me, and that their current 
rejection of my sexuality comes from concern and, 
ultimately, a fear of breaking from traditions that have 
been passed down for generations. I also know that what 
is needed now is imagination. We need to reimagine 
what it means to be South Asian, and ask ourselves if 
we are willing to let others define it for us. We need to 
consider the endless diversity that can fit into that single 
categorization. And we need to question the relevance 
of tradition in matters of love.

Nothing to Fix: A South Asian Coming-Out
by Mohsin Abbas

Like many Pakistanis who grow up to realize 
they are attracted to the same sex, I spent 
my adolescence treating my sexuality as an 
obstacle I had to overcome, a burden that it 
was my duty to defeat.”

“

Author’s Note: Part of coming to terms with my family’s reaction was understanding and respecting their need for time 
to process. This has motivated my decision to write using a pseudonym, Mohsin Abbas, a name that nonetheless carries 
a great deal of meaning for me. It is a name I use with pride until the day I can use the one I was given. If you have 
questions, comments, criticisms, or just want to talk, please feel free to contact me at mohsinabbas1590@gmail.com

Definition of Love
by Stephen Wheeler Handlon

When you tell straight people you’ve met 
someone online, they tend to look more confused than 
supportive. Online dating is for the old, the desperate, 
and teenage girls interested in being kidnapped by 
middle-aged men posing as the best friend they never 
had. Unfortunately, when you’re a queer male of color 
at a private school on the East coast, dating options 
aren’t exactly plentiful despite how talented or attractive 
people may assure you that you are. So while your best 
girlfriend may be parlaying an on-campus hookup into 
a quasi-relationship, you’re logged onto Downelink or 
Gaydar or some other gay dating site that functions in 
essentially the same way. After creating a profile, there’s 
always that awkward moment when you see every 
queer person in your school community, none of whom 
ever speak to each other. After months of logging on, 
I realized these sites are not the way to start a healthy 
relationship. The sites themselves aren’t the problem. 
The problem is that the technology allows us to create 
relationships that would never have been possible before 
and then devalues them.

Texting and messaging can go on and on for weeks 
and, despite logic, you start to feel like you’re developing 
a real connection with the person on the other end. 
For me, none of these sites have ever led to any real 
relationships or connections. Once, I met a guy online 
that I’d been messaging for weeks, and we had a great 
time talking and wandering around Philadelphia with a 
coffee. We talked about school, life, coming out to our 
families, and by the end of the evening we’d lost track of 
time and were blocks from my metro stop. We continued 
messaging, but like so many people, he didn’t like talking 
on the phone with guys he was meeting. When I brought 
up a second date, he started to worry that I was trying to 
steer things in the direction of a relationship. My views 
on sex and love have evolved dramatically from my 
parents’ more traditional Protestant values. However, 
I do feel there is something wrong when talking to 
someone on the phone has become more intimate than 
having sex.

The only man who ever really loved me didn’t meet 
me in a club or online but on the street. “For you,” he 
said, “I’ll clear my whole schedule.” Sometimes I wonder 
if those sites have conditioned me to see people in terms 
of bodies and height statistics, forgetting that I don’t 
really know anyone. When I looked at Sherod, I saw an 
attractive black man in his mid-twenties. I’d message 
him back on Grindr. What won me over, however, was 
his persistence. In the next month, I got to know the 
man, and he got to know and love me as well. He rarely 
texted and told me that he would never have a Facebook, 
but he made me pasta dinners and held me while we sat 
on the couch watching movies. He went out of his way 
to see me once a week. I’d arrive at 30th Street Station 
downtown, and though I could easily have gotten there 
myself, he met me at the station every time just so he 
could spend as much time as possible with me.

Then one day I got a text that changed everything. 
“I really need to talk to you,” it read. I called him, and 
he told me what he’d been afraid to tell me because he 
knew he’d lose me for good: that his boyfriend of eight 
years had purposefully infected him with HIV in the 
psychotic hope of keeping them together. “Tell me 
something, Stephen,” he pleaded. I reverted to dealing 
with my emotions like I had all the lonely years, bottling 
them up and telling him don’t worry, that it would be 
okay and that I would call him tomorrow. When I hung 
up, I put a pillow over my head and sobbed myself to 
sleep.

Love may conquer all, but not in the way people 
think. He never put me in danger, and he wanted me to 
be with someone else eventually. Not because he didn’t 
want more than anything to be with me, but because 
for him, my happiness really did come first. “I hope,” 
he said, “that I set the bar that much higher for the 
man who will eventually become your husband.” Now, 
whether I am drunk, calling late, or in France, I know 
that there is someone who loves me that I can contact at 
any time. Love is sacrifice. Love is time. And sometimes, 
love is letting go.

After creating a profile, there’s always that awkward moment when you 
see every queer person in your school community, none of whom ever 
speak to each other.”

“

mailto:mohsinabbas1590%40gmail.com?subject=
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Beads of sweat and condensing steam
Slide down his leg, splitting on each hair
Like the tongue of a serpent,
Each drop rolling down slowly
Like a little flame
Eating away at the stick of a match.
Salty sweat bites his teeth

Like a bear trap
As he lightly sinks his teeth into
His partner’s bare chest
Shooting steam out of his nose
Like a heated cartoon cowboy
While his partner’s back arches
Like a double rainbow at Yosemite.

Sauna
by Hector Kilgoe

Untitled
7

The smallest pieces of the smallest place
And the writings that wrote us out
All the things erased
The lines that were drawn
And ties cut
Strings made into rope
That made the nooses
To strangle all things passionate and beautiful
And suffocate desire

Of the seeds planted that took
And all the rhythm bodied and lost
In the pieces that remain in the rhythm of the roots
The smallest pieces of the pieces
In the ones that are left out

I’ve questioned these definitions,
Delineations between prerogative and subjugation
The heritability of belief
And truth versus doctrine

I’ve wondered if there was ever anything left in the 
rhythm of the roots
If the trees grew to know these things
Know them as appendixes or objects in parentheses
And in editing they were removed
Left as footnotes and musings in the margins,
Marginalized

Thoughts whispered and lost in pages of fires burned
Fires of faggots
The fallen, from the trees
In bodies burned

Things misunderstood
And misrepresented
In the instructions
Instructed not to to say it
Not to feel it
Not to be it

Learned confusion
Taught to see the clarity as unclear
And in the beauty of the being blurred
Something so simple, simply unlearned
Habituated to be rigid and unfeeling
Lacking the passion

We have all heard, or will hear
Because it is trapped in the rhythm of the roots
In the seeds planted that took
Even if the community denies it,
Perverts it
Breaks it

It lives in the rhythm of the roots
In the ashes of the burned
Even on the lips of the haters
Even if it lives in the hatred,
It lives

Rhythm of the Roots
by Elise Mitchell
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Sexuality has too often been reduced to the gay-
straight binary. This black-and-white thinking fails to 
account for those who fall somewhere along the middle 
of the sexual spectrum. Yet Americans remain hesitant 
to adopt bisexuality into their sexual schemas. The rise 
of ‘bisexual chic’ images beginning in the late 1990s 
appeared to break this trend. Portrayals of bisexuality 
blossomed in contemporary culture. Television shows 
and films began featuring prominent bisexual characters, 
and even celebrities began coming out as ‘bi.’ While these 
bisexual images continue to proliferate in pop culture, 
they are not the indicators of social progress they would 
appear to be. In fact, by distorting the public’s perception 
of bisexuality, film, television, and celebrities actually do 
more harm than good. These misrepresentations make it 
virtually impossible for bisexuals to win acceptance.

Media stereotypes impose harmful stigmas on 
bisexuality. In the early days of film, bisexuals were 
delineated to the roles of killers, psychopaths, and 
predatory criminals (Bryant). Even the highly-respected 
director Alfred Hitchcock used ‘deviant sexuality’ 
to heighten his villains’ sinister auras (Bryant 60). 
Society saw bisexuality as something perverse and 
the media capitalized on these beliefs. These “sinister” 
characterizations reveal less about the true nature of 
bisexuality than they do about society’s biphobic attitude. 
Today, bisexuals aren’t always depicted as downright evil. 
They are cast as “sexually voracious, confused, predatory, 
and emotionally unstable” (Diamond 108). Even though 
these stereotypes are less overtly negative, scholar M.D.E 
Meyer claims they still typify bisexuals as “oversexualized, 
morally depraved … ‘others’ acting in socially deviant 
ways” (377). For example, Dr. Remy Hadley’s bisexuality 
is limited to one-night stands on the hit drama House, 
while Desperate Housewives’ Katherine Mayfair 
discovers her attraction to women only after she suffers 
a psychotic break. Her subsequent same-sex relationship 
functions to further isolate her character from the rest of 
her neighbors. Celebrity characterizations also support 
the idea that bisexuals are “‘slippery’ and noncommittal” 
(Capulet 299). Sensationalized stories about the bisexual 
behavior of crack-addicted Lindsay Lohan or the highly 
promiscuous Tila Tequila do not read positively in the 
press. Even now, bisexuals continue to be cast as social 
outsiders, fundamentally opposed to social stability and  
monogamous morality.

The media further distorts bisexuality by depicting 
an unusually-high proportion of female bisexuals. At 
the same time, male bisexuality remains suspiciously 
absent. For example, prime-time shows Desperate 
Housewives, Bones, One Tree Hill, House, The O.C., The 
Good Wife, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and Grey’s Anatomy 
all feature recurring bisexual characters—but all of these 
characters are women (Meyer). These female roles are 
not celebrations of sexual diversity, but “fantasy-inspired 
vixens” for male consumption (Mack). By making them 
bisexual (as opposed to lesbian), they are still capable of 
dating men. Similarly, celebrities such as Drew Barrymore 
and Angelina Jolie, who’ve admitted to having same-sex 
attractions, often overlap as female sex symbols for men 
(Diamond 108). These images do not subvert the existing 
heterosexual social order but actually reinforce it. Male 
bisexuality is excluded by the same token—it would be 
too threatening to patriarchal dominance. When it is 
featured, it’s “included to … heighten the perversity of 
a sinister character” (Alexander Bisexuality 117). Male 
bisexuals are often depicted, for example, as vehicles for 
passing HIV to unsuspecting straight women (Beemyn 
qtd. in Alexander Where 9). The media message then 
becomes clear: bisexuality is only acceptable in females 
and only when it is under male control. To lose its social 
stigma, bisexuality must be accepted in both men and 
women.

Representations of bisexuals also lack social 
gravitas. According to gender-studies scholar 
Suzanna Walters, this visual culture capitalizes on 
the trendiness of bisexuality in order to appeal to the 
new, younger culture (4). Androgyny and girl-on-girl 
images become statements of fashion, not statements 
“‘of being’” (Diamond 108). These depictions may be 
chic, but they lack the political depth necessary for 
progress. Meyer agrees, arguing that they “are primarily 
constructed for an emerging adult audience,” not as 
symbols of real change (380). Furthermore, she claims 
that all of the bisexual women on television are thin, 
beautiful, and successful—ideals which reinforce 
traditional heterosexual values. Psychology professor 
Lisa Diamond also finds this problematic. She argues 
that limiting bisexuality to sexy, straight-looking 
females strengthens this apolitical bisexual aesthetic. 
Journalist Ian Capulet points to a similar issue in 
bisexual sensationalism among celebrities. While many 

Batting for Both Teams: Bisexuality in the Media
by Annie Shearer
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female celebrities readily claim the bisexual label,  
not one of them is an active participant in bisexual 
politics or discussion. Even the highly visible activist 
Angelina Jolie has yet to take a stand. Through this 
substance-devoid imagery, bisexuality becomes merely 
an accessory one can slip on and off.

This suggestion that bisexuality is “just a phase” 
is particularly problematic. It is either seen as a 
“stopping point on the road to homosexuality” or as 
an experimental period that ultimately confirms a 
character’s heterosexuality (Bryant qtd. in Alexander 
Bisexuality 117). It rarely exists as an orientation in itself. 
In film and television, bisexual characters ultimately 
end up dating either one sex or the other. On Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer, Willow becomes a lesbian immediately 
after dating a woman, despite a history of heterosexuality. 
Furthermore, when characters do consistently behave in 
bisexual ways, the media often mislabels them anyway. 
The prime example is Brokeback Mountain, notoriously 
dubbed “the gay cowboy movie” even though its 
protagonists have repeated relationships with women 
(Andre qtd. in Alexander Where 8). Even the female 
stars who claim to be bisexual usually have not had long-
term relationships with women (Diamond 108). These 
pseudo-representations render bisexuality both unstable 
and unbelievable. 

In reality, these misrepresentations serve to stabilize 
both heterosexuality and homosexuality at the expense 
of bisexuality. The “confused,” conflict-ridden bisexual 
functions not as an individual identity, but as a foil to the 
“more stable,” mono-sexual orientations. What results is 
“mass denial” of bisexuality (Hutchins qtd. in Alexander 
Bisexuality 116). Yale law professor Kanji Yoshino has 

dubbed this denial “bisexual erasure,” claiming it “erases” 
the space between gay and straight orientations (Yoshino 
qtd. in Alexander Where 8). Yet people who don’t fall 
into these discrete camps have no identity to claim as 
their own. The lack of bisexual coming-out narratives 
in film and television highlights this point. Sexuality 
scholar Amy Andre notes, bisexuals “rarely utter the 
words, ‘I’m bisexual’” onscreen (Andre qtd. in Alexander 
Bisexuality 122). This implies their sexuality is not taken 
seriously and does not need to be stated. Oftentimes, it 
is just used as a “secondary plot device” (Meyer 380). 
Bisexuals may be more visible today, but they are still not 
believed. Capulet points out that “bisexuals cannot begin 
work on developing a political presence as long as people 
continue to equate their ontological status with that of 
unicorns” (295). Audiences who can’t even acknowledge 
bisexuality exists have no chance of accepting it at all. 

Bisexuality has come to mean several things in 
the American lexicon. It can mean “curious,” “chic,” 
“controversial,” “exotic”, “promiscuous”, “psychotic”, 
“predatory”, and “unstable.” It can mean “halfway to 
homosexual,” “threesome” or “same-sex experiment.” 
Bisexuals can be killers, psychopaths, closeted gays, 
curious teens, female vixens, or attention-starved 
celebrities. The media seems to have no problem adopting 
any of these associations. The one thing bisexuality has yet 
to be accepted as is a sexual orientation. The media must 
acknowledge the middle ground between homosexuality 
and heterosexuality in order for bisexuality to be 
respected.  Instead, bisexual representations promote 
mass denial and disbelief. Bisexuals should not be forced 
to bear this stigma. After all, the only crime they are 
guilty of is a capacity to love men and women.

Alexander, Jonathon and Keith Dorwick. “Introduction: Where Bisexuals Are…Or Not….” Journal of Bisexuality 7.1 (2007): 
8-12.

Bryant, Wayne M. Bisexual Characters in Film. Binghampton, New York: The Haworth Press, 1997.
Capulet, Ian. “With Reps Like These: Bisexuality and Celebrity Status.” Journal of Bisexuality 10.3 (2010): 294-308.
Diamond, Lisa M. “‘I’m Straight, but I Kissed a Girl’: The Trouble with American Media Representations of Female-Female 

Sexuality.” Feminism & Psychology 15.1 (2005): 104-109.
Hutchins, Loraine, Wayne Bryant, Sheela Lambert, Karen Yescavage, and Amy Andre. Intervew by Jonathon Alexander. 

“Bisexuality in the Media: A Digital Roundtable.” Journal of Bisexuality 7.1 (2007): 115-123.
Mack, Neia. “Bisexuals in the Media.” Conducive Chronicle. 23 Feb 2010.
Meyer, Michaela D. E. “Representing Bisexuality on Television: The Case for Intersectional Hybrids.” Journal of Bisexuality 10.4 
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Walters, Suzanna. All the Rage: The Story of Gay Visibility in America. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2003.
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Consistently blessed but I’m stressed,
From battling with my sub-consciousness,
These feelings that I possess but cannot suppress.
I say to them: I won’t even try no more.
They want to crucify my core,
Leaving me feeling so insecure.
Making my life feel like a chore.
The Sandman really needs to bring me a dream
Where I don’t pine over straight girls I’ve seen
Hey Wonder Woman, come make my life seren.
I want to lie in bed and taste your breath.
Kiss the scars left from past love bereft.
Will you try to arrest the hurt, from stabs my ex left?
She smiles because she knows it makes her look heroic
The way her body language speaks, she’s a poet!

But, I can’t yield to temptation
I fear your eyes of condemnation.
So I straighten my shirt & tighten my belt
Your stare burns right through me, makes me melt.
Now I am running, I need to be away
I used to be stronger, you cut me down everyday.
When you are around, I’m air-bound sent.
Then like the ocean on a rebound, hope comes 
tumbling down
This life ain’t apparently fair
No rainbows or butterflies, just the frustration to wear.
Love should be the currency for taking us everywhere
Will I have friends if I keep my heart bare?

Dilemma
by L.A.

QPOC: Queer People of Color
by Devin Salazar

The Struggle



1312 1312

What come in all shapes and sizes
Soft to the touch
Or to the squeeze
Hard too sometimes
Or at least a part
What hide with all their might
The power they hold
Over men
(And over me)
Hiding but desperately wanting to be seen
Seen not only seen
Seen and loved
Appreciated
But not compared to the epitome
The epitome you define for me
No not for me
Not for me not for mine I define
My epitome
So what
Mine are larger than your ex’s
I am a woman of color
Sorry you can’t appreciate
The beauty that is
They are my history
My ancestors have left me these
Not a pizza topping
But a reminder of who I am
Where I come from
I will never be ashamed
Thank you mom
I will never be ashamed
Ashamed for you maybe
For the rust building up
Inside your head
The deadbolts
Keeping out whatever it is
That would enable you to see these
For what they are
Beautiful
Not a pizza topping

Not a Pizza Topping

circles
© 2010 Lucian Stanculescu
resonance-one.com
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From the time of first contact on the continent of 
Africa by Europeans centuries ago, the sexualities of 
Black people, and other people of color, have been seen 
through a western European and, more recently, White 
North American lens. Africans were seen as essentially 
subhuman by their colonizers; they were seen as animals, 
parts of nature, and “since primitive man was supposed 
to be close to nature, ruled by instinct, and culturally 
unsophisticated, he had to be heterosexual, his sexual 
energies and outlets devoted exclusively to the ‘natural’ 
purpose: biological reproduction” (Murray and Roscoe 
xi). At the same time, sexuality was used as a marker of 
difference between Africans and Europeans:

Homosexuality, incest, bestiality, and other 
sexual acts were all viewed as transgressions 
that occurred when individuals no longer 
recognized distinctions of gender, kinship, age, 
race, and species—an ‘undifferentiated’ state 
of consciousness that Europeans attributed 
to people they considered ‘primitive’ (Murray 
and Roscoe 10).

To add to the above contradiction with respect to 
the observation of sexual patterns in Africa as described 
by Europeans, there is also an implicit argument among 
many anthropologists and missionaries in the period of 
the colonization of Africa that homosexuality in Africa 
is an import from Europe and in some cases from Arab 
traders:

The traditional Shona have none of the 
problems associated with homosexuality, [so] 
obviously they must have a valuable method 
of bringing up children, especially with 
regards to normal sex relations, thus avoiding 
this anomaly so frequent in Western society 
(Murray and Roscoe xiii).

The existence of these widespread antiquated views 
alongside one another in history is almost extraordinary. 
However, although they are different and contradictory, 
they all share a common thread: western European 
colonizers observing and casting judgment upon a 
diverse group of people across an entire continent.

Presently, we can see the effects of these views of 
African sexuality as “Other” among Black Americans 
and Black Europeans in the form of images of White 
people in Black Queer film for the sake of visibility. 
Views of African sexuality have evolved, growing up 
with a culture of institutionalized racism and widespread 
homophobia to a point at which it seems as though the 
majority of people in our society have no interest in the 
lives of homosexuals in communities of color except 
for making arguments on moral politics. Today, it is 
virtually impossible to find a mainstream narrative or 
documentary film that focuses on Black homosexuality 
or patterns of homosexuality within any community of 
color. Three of the very few films that have gained traction 
within the realm of Black Queer Studies—Cheryl Dunye’s 
The Watermelon Woman, Isaac Julien’s Young Soul Rebels, 
and Fatima El-Tayeb and Angelina Macarone’s Everything 
Will Be Fine (original title: Alles Wird Gut)—put a focus 
on the main character’s relationship with a White man 
or woman. Considering the society in which we live, 
we must ponder some questions, such as: What does it 
mean for LGBT communities of color that our stories 
have been told within a context of White “Western” 
heteronormativity? How do artists who try to focus their 
work on LGBT communities of color tell our stories while 
making a living as an artist? With such an integrated 
society and consciousness, is it practical to even think of 
the sexuality of LGBT communities of color through a 
lens other than that of the Euro-American “West?”

The use of “Western” perceptions of  sexuality 
restricts our perceptions of what sex and sexuality can 
be. This constant reliance on what should be in our 
culture makes many blind to what is and what can be, 
creating an environment of ignorance with respect to 
sexual and racial difference, an ignorance that the LGBT 
community at-large hopes to combat but in many ways 
cannot recognize without distancing the community 
from mainstream “Western” perceptions of sexuality and 
race relations. The LGBT community of color must be 
able to occupy its own space as well as interact with the 
larger community, its existence both acknowledged and 
celebrated.

Roscoe, Will, and Stephen O. Murray. Boy-wives and Female Husbands: Studies of African Homosexualities. New York:  
St. Martin’s, 2001. 

Through a “Western” Lens
by Hector Kilgoe
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To One of Dark Mystique
by Aaron Victor Vaughn

The following poem is from Imagining Things by Aaron 
Victor Vaughn, a novel about the rewards for following 
your intuition—and the punishments for ignoring it.  The 
main character, Christian, writes it for his lover, Raughn.  
Christian does not believe in intuition or sixth sense—a 
denial which could be fatal for someone—but what he 
does know is that Raughn is one of the good guys. In fact, 
he knows that Raughn is the best he’ll ever find. Christian 
writes this poem for Raughn after he witnesses Raughn 
triumph over a racial incident, which he refuses to let 
reduce him.

I watch in awe
as you do battle with reality,
meeting each new challenge
with yet another fathom of your being …

In a blind rage,
reality turns to night,
its supreme champion.
But how can you lose
when even the night
envies your presence?
You stand,
dark and proud in your confront,
and I bear witness to the rivalry,
certain of the victor
all along.
I would console the night
in its losing battle,
but it knows with whom
my loyalty lies.

And with your victory
comes the dawn,
and night’s promise to fight again.
But the night never envelopes you,
it only fades in shame,
as you demonstrate
what it really means
to be Black. 

© 2010 by Aaron Victor Vaughn
All rights reserved.
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Racism: A Personal Reflection
by Charles Tyson 

As an “out” black, gay man raised within the 
harsh confines of public housing in Richmond, VA 
and the eldest of thirteen children, my life has been 
shaped by various social, political, and economic 
environments over the past 28 years. The negatively 
pervasive structures of these environments made both 
racism and homophobia dominant themes throughout 
my young adulthood, having significant impact on my 
identity development. For me, it is easier to view race 
as “an unstable ‘decentered’ complex of social meanings 
constantly being transformed by social struggle” 
(Omi & Winant 123). For example, my struggles as an 
impoverished, inner-city kid being called “faggot” and 
bullied daily by African-American peers had far greater 
effects on my psyche than the inaccessible White spaces 
that deemed me as invisible. Understanding that race 
is a complex, divisive, ever-evolving social problem in 
American society, I often find myself reflecting on my 
own racial and sexual identities and how these identities 
have informed my experiences as a member of those 
marginalized communities as well as the greater society.

My earliest recollection of race, or the fact that I 
was racially categorized different from White students, 
is third grade—many years before any experiences of 
racism. Interestingly enough, I was artificially shielded 
from blatant racist acts much of my childhood: I was 
mostly surrounded by African-Americans, at school, at 
home, and in my community. Thus, I had an arbitrary, 
somewhat ill-informed understanding of racism early 
on because of the environments in which I lived; 
oxymoronically, I generally had a positive view of White 
persons. Most of my school teachers and guidance 
counselors were White, and they were extremely nice to 
me. In the fifth grade, I even had a 
White mentor from Big Brothers, 
Big Sisters of Richmond who took 
me out to the movies and football 
games. I had limited insight into 
the social construction of race and 
the privilege that having a desirable 
race affords one in our society. Sure, 
I had learned about slavery, the 
civil rights movement, and the pure 
hatred White persons had had for 
Black people during those historical 
periods, but I did not experience 

this hatred first-hand. I did, however, experience a great 
deal of homophobia.

Historically, the US is quite a homophobic society 
with homophobia “ostensibly offering a set of benefits 
to oppressors and foisting a set of penalties on the 
oppressed” (Pharr 24). George Weinberg (1971) an 
American psychotherapist, coined the term homophobia 
in his book Society and the Healthy Homosexual as “a fear 
of homosexuals which seemed to be associated with a 
fear of contagion, a fear of reducing the things one fought 
for—home and family. It was a religious fear and it had 
led to great brutality as fear always does” (7).

Up until sophomore year at John F. Kennedy High 
School, I was bullied and teased by my peers for being 
more effeminate, thus deviating from socially accepted 
standards of masculinity. I recall one time in gym class 
during freshman year where the guys put my “street” 
clothes into a toilet full of feces, and I had to stay after 
school until my clothes were done being washed and 
dried.  Unfortunately, this homophobic ideological 
commitment was reinforced at home; my mother, who was 
a Christian, did not approve of homosexuality and often 
threatened to disown me and leave me to homelessness. 
Reflecting on that time in my life helps me to validate that 
there is a social hierarchy of race, even within a specific 
racial community. Perhaps LGBT-identified individuals 
and Atheists are at the bottom of the racial hierarchy in 
the Black community. The intersection of my racial and 
sexual identities surely afforded me the opportunity to 
experience discrimination within and without the Black 
community.

I garnered a more intimate relationship with 
racism itself while attending a predominately White 

college in Harrisonburg, VA, a 
small, ultra-conservative city 
in the Shenandoah Valley with 
a population of approximately 
44,015. It was obviously a culture 
shock: I was the only openly gay 
black man on campus at James 
Madison University. In fact, I 
was one of only a handful of 
“out” LGBT students period. 
This reality, much like what 
I experienced in Richmond, 
challenged me to think more 

There is a social hierarchy 
of race, even within a 
specific racial community. 
Perhaps LGBT-identified 
individuals and Atheists 
are at the bottom of the 
racial hierarchy in the 
Black community.”
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critically about homophobia and racism’s impact on my 
personhood and on the trajectory of my career and life 
experiences. For the first time, I started to realize that 
I often negotiated my Blackness and Gayness when 
in various spaces: I “beefed up” my Blackness for the 
African-American community and my Gayness for the 
White community. This dynamic nods to the evolution 
of hegemony, or the way in which society is ruled and 
ordered. As asserted by Omi & Winant, approaching 
racism utilizing this perspective allows one to identify 
racism’s correlation to “other forms of differences, 
inequalities, and oppression such as [homophobia], 
sexism and nationalism, and the dilemmas of racial 
identity today” (56). At JMU, I began to observe the 
structural components of institutional racism that 
increased a White person’s access to better educational 
and economic resources. I truly felt like an “Other.” My 
saving grace was my demonstrated commitment to social 
justice. Even as I managed to obtain the ranks of senior 
class vice-president, homecoming king, and president 
of the school literary club at JFK, I utilized my presence 
at JMU as an opportunity to foster an environment of 
inclusion and acceptance. My involvement as a Resident 
Advisor and a member of HARMONY, the student 
LGBT organization on campus, became an outlet to do 
so—I organized student and faculty speaking panels, 
drag show benefits, and candlelight vigils for Matthew 
Shepard and others who lost their lives due to hate 
crimes.

Now, at 28 years old and pursuing my Masters 
of Social Work at the University of Pennsylvania, my 
personal awareness of and thought processes around 
intersectionality and oppressive structures in American 
society is evolving at enormous speed. Since arriving to 
Philadelphia last year, I’ve noticed that Philly is a highly 
racialized city and racism is alive and well, even within the 
LGBT community. For example, the gay agenda in Philly 
is set by the white, gay community and often excludes 
the “Others” from the LGBT community planning 
process. This is reminiscent of the alleged racism in the 
Cohen (2005) reading when three black board members 
resigned from the Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC), 
the largest and oldest AIDS service organization in the 
world because of their perceived subservient position 
on the board. I can personally relate to what Cohen 
said about this situation and it certainly justifies much 

of my reasoning for joining the social work profession. 
Specifically, Cohen argues that inter-discrimination and 
racism (e.g., Black, gay faces in White, gay spaces) does 
the following: 

“It highlights the limits of a lesbian and gay 
political agenda based on a civil rights strategy, 
where assimilation into, and replication of 
dominant institutions are the goals. Many 
of us continue to search for a new political 
direction and agenda, one that does not focus 
on integration into dominant structures but 
instead seeks to transform the basic fabric and 
hierarchies that allow systems of oppression to 
persist and operate efficiently” (21).

It is fair to say that my multiple identities navigating 
each of the political, economic, and social environments 
that I come to know have had serious implications for 
my growing awareness of racism and homophobia. We 
live in an individualistic, capitalistic society and race 
is perhaps the one thing that allows the oppressor to 
maintain control and those oppressed to make meaning 
of their relationship to the oppressor. What is most 
problematic, though, is the normalized replication of 
oppressive systems and thinking among vulnerable 
groups. One thing I’ve learned is that a group cannot 
truly be progressive if it is not inclusive. I am thankful 
for great professors and faculty at the School of Social 
Policy & Practice (SP2) that continuously feed my 
intellectual appetite for understanding and addressing 
issues surrounding race relations and identity politics in 
American society.

Cohen, C. (2005). Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens.
Omi, M. & H. Winant. (1994). Racial formation in the United 

States: from the 1960s to the 1990s. Routledge: New York 
City.

Pharr, S. (1993). Homophobia: A weapon of sexism. SIECUS 
Report, 21(3), 1-4.

Weinberg, G. (1971). Society and the Healthy Homosexual.
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dad
Had a different way
of making flower rolls
My family was divided
over this
Eventually
mom learned to accept his way
over her father’s
Weekly evenings for dumpling making
were a way to criticize
my mom’s simple half crescents,
not daintily crimped and pursed
or filled mathematically right
like his
I thought
the whole family would be
bridged by this chore
but everyone
started to order out more…

maybe a single voice would succeed more
one ambassador to you

it was
So much easier to bring you a taste of home
when everything was smoothed over by distance
and forgetfulness
because
I am not my home
I am not a country
I am just me

I made too many sticky rice balls
exhausted because I didn’t ask you to help
but I hope you liked them
I made them from dried beans and flour,
proud of that, eating from the source
Sticky transmuted to smooth on the tongue
round and white
and sweet, dark centre
Moon-rabbits in the bowl

so many wives
of men in these stories
I never felt like them
maybe it would have been different
if I’d heard about Guan Yin before she looked like the 
woman she is

maybe if this is a
Bridge to China
it’s gotta be underground
maybe if I’m a
Lesbian if I know China
gotta do it for you
to show you

my grandfather
Changed his name into something he believed in,
a True Purpose forgotten by the years
I can’t turn my name into truth
without it sounding silly
but I’ll try for you

I’m kinda like you
who lived in Alaska…
the snow mirroring the sun
I remember that too
only my eyes weren’t the colour of the sky

still
I can bring my own things to you
I can share more than biscotti recipes
with you; I can show you the Eight Directions
and let’s not think about Tibet today

I can debunk “Chinese” food on yellow menus
in a small way
we’ll have small parts of a small town
in northeastern China
in our back garden with the basil and thyme

Bridge to China
by Alina Chin
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maybe if this is a
Bridge to China
it’s gotta be underground
maybe if I’m a
Lesbian if I know China
gotta do it for you
to show you

I’d never drunk hard liquor,
the butchest thing I know has got to do
with washing clothes with reddened hands
and making dishes from the ground up
from the hammer and nails
the water and stone
in disguise in our kitschy home with
flowered aprons and floured hands
I can see being old women together
warming our knotted hands in the sun
someday I hope the white curls under the straw hat 
will be
replaced by hair of my own

it was
So much easier to bring you a taste of home
when everything was smoothed over by distance
and forgetfulness
because
I am not my home
I am not a country
I am just me

maybe if this is a
Bridge to China
gotta do it for you
to show you

Love is everlasting,
Something I know is true.
   I
Knew that you were the one
That would be my personal sun.
   Love
Is the only word to describe
The connection I feel for you,
   The
Only thing that wakes me
In the morning,
And settles me at night.
   Subtle
In the ways that you return
Such a true feeling,
Anticipating new
   Things
We might learn from
One another.
   That
Is the reason
   You
Brighten up my day.
I see love in
Everything you
   Do
And in everything you
Say.

Subtle
by Johnathan Wilson
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Gay Men & Loneliness
by Antuan Johnson

“Though the Neo-Nazi adorations … are more sinister than the innocuous ideals of the weight-lifting room, they 
are equally mindless.  The offence is not aesthetic; it is entirely political.  The homosexuals who adopt images of 
masculinity, conveying their desire for power and their belief in its beauty, are in fact eroticizing the very values that 
have tyrannized their own lives … The perversity of imitating their own oppressors guarantees that such blindness 
will work itself out as self-contempt.”
-Seymour Kleinberg

What it means to be a man in today’s society is to 
be dominant; it means to be heterosexual and masculine. 
It means to be the man of the house, to be the corporate 
executive, to be on top. It means to be strong and to be 
seen. It means to insert your penis into a vagina because 
that’s what men do. The male standard is held as the 
human standard, and therefore categorizes anything that 
doesn’t fit as pathological. The punishment for those who 
fail to meet the criteria of what it means to be a man has 
been social isolation, depression, rape, objectification, 
internalized self-hate and family abandonment. The 
Gay Rights movement has attempted to fight for 
liberation from the male standard by creating its own 
culture. However, although Gay men have succeeded 
in creating a culture that is in some ways separate from 
heteronormative society, their attempt towards liberation 
has been unsuccessful. This is not a critique of men who 
have sex with men as individuals; this is an analysis of 
Gay men as a culture in Western society. Gay culture has 
adapted the norms from heterosexual society to create 
its own relevance. Consequently, the adaptation of the 
heterosexual model to Gay culture has made loneliness a 
common symptom of the Gay man’s oppression.

Gay men are the most loyal to masculinity. The 
male standard in society at-large has become the ideal 
among Gay men. Masculine Gay men are put at the 
front of the line on Gay hook-up websites. They avoid 
other Gay men who are too feminine for their taste. 
Gay men adore their heterosexual male friends and 
sometimes even try to have sex with them. They are so 
loyal to this ideal that they even try to become it; they 
work out excessively to become ripped.  Gay men watch 
and train their mannerisms to improve their manliness. 
They prepare and recite their words carefully so that they 
don’t say anything that might be perceived as Gay; they 
worship masculinity.

The idolization of the heterosexual masculine 
model in Gay culture has exacerbated the oppression of 
Gay men, resulting in a lack of self-worth and loneliness. 

The model molds boys from a very young age to not feel 
connection. Boys are not supposed to cry, hold hands 
with each other, or talk about their feelings. Because 
men are not trained to feel emotion, when they become 
adults, they still lack the ability to make connections and 
express their feelings, which makes it incredibly difficult 
to enter relationships.  They are often lonely but don’t 
realize that this lack of connection is the problem because 
that’s what it is to be a man. In addition to the inherent 
lack of connection developed from the model at a young 
age, this model applied to Gay culture exacerbates the 
loneliness of Gay men.

The Gay men who do not fit the male standard, 
the ones who are left at the end of the line, are left 
feeling isolated and worthless by members of their 
own community.  In addition, they search for this 
ideal of man in potential mates but are never satisfied 
because the very definition of what it means to be a man 
excludes any deviation from the norm. Therefore, Gay 
men search long and hard for the ideal man to no avail. 
Consequently, it becomes common for Gay men to turn 
to coping mechanisms to combat the abandonment 
and the illusion of perfection from society at-large and 
members of their own community. Drugs, violence, and 
sexual abuse are all common methods that Gay men 
adopt in response to loneliness.

Drugs become a way for Gay men to escape the 
harsh realities of their lives. For example, alcohol is 
used to numb the feelings of loneliness. Violence against 
others is one method of coping but violence towards 
one’s self is much more common in the gay community; 
when a Gay man “chooses” to have unprotected sex with 
a stranger regardless of the consequences, this is a self-
directed form of violence. Gay men who are abandoned 
from a society that has marginalized them and a Gay 
community that has further invalidated their existence 
will have sex with a stranger to seek validation and   

Gay men are the most loyal to 
masculinity.”“
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connection. In a Gay culture that has adapted the 
heterosexual model; the definition of sex is also 
compromised.  Gay men create an unhealthy conception 
of sex that is based on reciprocal gender hierarchy—top/
masculine or bottom/feminine—not love.

In Gay Male Pornography: An Issue of Sex 
Discrimination, Christopher N. Kendall asks several 
important questions:

What does it mean for gay male liberation that 
power is found only in the ability to emulate 
those sexual and social behaviors that, once 
accepted, ensure that sexual power is offered 
only to those who reject equality? And what it 
does mean for gay male liberation that those 
who do reject equality do little more than 
reinforce the very foundations of compulsory 
heterosexuality…?

It means that a Gay culture that has adapted the 
norms and standards of the heterosexual model is not 
liberatory. Gay men have a chance to create a culture 
that is inclusive and equal and not about dominance and 
hierarchy. They have a chance to redefine what it means 
to be a man, a chance to not be lonely.

Kendall, Christopher N. Gay Male Pornography: An Issue of 
Sex Discrimination. Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2004, 
114.

Seymour Kleinberg, “The Masculinity of Gay Men and 
Beyond,” in Michael Kaufman, ed., Beyond Patriarchy 
(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1987), 123.

From a rooftop
We study the city
That puzzles
And excites us both
Stars
And wakeful windows
Illumine the desire
We know to be as natural
As the earth we both eat from
Smelling of curls and afros left to their own accord,
Tasting like secrets unveiled,
Softened by delicate fingertips
And the gratitude of existence
We share
Deep inhalations whisper loudly,
Have your way with me, because it’s my way too

Pine
by Lexi White
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As a queer person of color, I have needs, lots of 
them. That is to say, I personally make sure that both the 
needs of the queer and Latino communities are addressed 
whenever a political debate emerges. The gay marriage 
debate is consuming the entire LGBT community’s 
efforts, forcing life-threatening issues that particularly 
affect people of color within the gay population, such as 
immigration and health care, to be put on the backburner. 
America’s queer community needs to reevaluate its 
priorities and change the gay agenda.

Gay marriage still remains the beacon for America’s 
push toward equality for LGBT persons, and it has 
perpetuated itself to be everything a gay could want. 
Wrong. The queer community has put all its eggs in one 
basket, and now queer people of color are suffering.

The fight for marriage equality has, in some ways, 
taken the queer community’s progress backward and 
into the closet. Back in 2008, when $43 million was spent 
on the No on Proposition 8 Campaign protecting the 
legalization of gay marriage, $85 million was cut from 
California’s HIV/AIDS care.

That is where the gay marriage debate comes into 
play. While these health programs, among others, are 
being cut, the fight for gay marriage is draining the 
LGBT community’s energy and finances for the benefit 
of a small population.

Lisa Duggan, professor of Social and Cultural 
Analysis at New York University, notes that queer 
white men are most likely to be coupled, whereas black 
lesbians are the least likely to be coupled. With that, the 
legalization of gay marriage would benefit gay white men 
more than queer women of color.

Moreover, there is discrepancy between priorities 
of mainstream queer organizations and queer people of 
color. As Duggan observes, queer groups in New York 
predominantly made up of people of color tend to focus 
on poverty, racism, immigration, health care, retirement, 
and violence on the street. These issues differ from 
national LGBT organizations that tend to be dominated 
by prosperous white people, which spearhead the gay 
marriage movement.

Marriage should be shared among people who love 
each other, no matter their gender or sex. Fighting for 
any LGBT right is both brave and appreciated by others 
in the community. But the LGBT community’s excessive 
focus on marriage, as if it is our only issue, is definitely 
wrong. As a minority, we have to address the needs of our 
group as a whole and examine which issues are pertinent 
to everyone. We cannot afford to create divisions within 

the queer community, especially based on wealth and 
class.

“45-50 percent of homeless youth in America are 
queer or trans,” observes Tommi Avicolli Mecca, a queer 
activist who works in San Francisco’s housing rights. “In 
San Francisco, the number is considered to be about 
30 percent. Now, those numbers are way above what is 
considered the percentage of queers in the population, 
i.e. 10 percent. And that’s scary.” Leslie Ewing, a former 
employee of California’s only community clinic that 
provided health care specifically to trans, lesbian and 
bisexual women, claimed that she was often unable to 
collect funding from the same people who willingly gave 
to the gay marriage fund.

Additionally, the AIDS epidemic, along with its cut 
of resources and funding, is severely affecting the Black 
and Latino communities in comparison to other groups. 
As reported by the Department of Health and Human 
Services, Blacks represented 14% of the population but 
accounted for an estimated 44% of new HIV infections 
in 2009. In the same year, the estimated rate of new HIV 
infections among Latino men (39.9%) was two and a half 
times that of white men (15.9%).

The gay marriage debate is actively casting 
shadows upon these issues pertinent to America’s 
queer community. In particular, the LGBT movement 
needs to pay more attention to violence against queer 
and trans people, immigration detention in California, 
housing for poor and homeless queer youth, equal 
health benefits, protection under the Equal Employment 
Opportunity law, and the HIV/AIDS epidemic. These 
issues specifically affect the colored queer subgroup, and 
it is up to the rest of the LGBT population to change the 
gay agenda.

If we’re going to call ourselves a community with a 
cause, maybe we should be fighting for basic essentials 
like housing, jobs, food, and health care instead of 
advocating for an institution that would only benefit a 
small group of people. The sooner we concentrate on 
issues that would benefit the queer collective, the gayer 
we will be.

Dettmer, Lisa. “Beyond Gay Marriage.” (2010). Web.
Prejean J, Song R, Hernandez A, et al. Estimated HIV 

Incidence in the United States, 2006-2009. PLoS ONE 
2011;6(8):e17502.

Ray, Nicholas et al. Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
youth: An epidemic of homelessness. New York: National 
Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy Institute and the 
National Coalition for the Homeless. 2006.

Beyond Marriage
by Adrian Rios

We enter under the shadow of the darkening sky.
Like a fugitive I silently sneak into my own home
With love in tow; he follows closely at my heels.
Quickly, we quietly step up the stairs, resting our feet
On the edges to avoid the creaking of the old wood;
His hand slides up my thigh and pinches my cheek.

He lazily spreads across my bed saying he’s tired;
He wants to fall asleep in my arms,
His warm long back pressing against my chest and stomach,
His left leg under my left leg under his right leg under my right leg,
Like hands wrapping around a baseball bat,
Our feet sliding over each other in a gentle footsie war.
He turns his head; I lean over him and with our necks tangled like
The arms of long-time lovers sipping wine
He embraces me with his lips, tongues dancing.
His eyes look down into mine and we smile knowing smiles.
With his gaze radiating on my skin like the lights at show time,
He slowly bats his eyelashes until they stop opening.

His eyes are closed and I am half awake,
Watching his body as the breath from my nostrils hits the back of his neck.
He breathes twice as fast as me.
I brush my hand up his body, a caress from waist to chest.
He turns to face me, and I rest my head on his bare black chest,
His chest like a boat rocking at sea,
Riding me to my dreams.

Journey to a Dream
by Hector Kilgoe
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