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Introduction

I began to think about hate crimes against LGBT Black and Latinx
1
 people after the Pulse nightclub shooting in 2016 that killed fifty people in Orlando, Florida. Prior to the shooting, I felt that some progress was being made regarding LGBT issues: images of queer people of color were becoming accepted within mainstream media, gay marriage had passed within the United States, and many workplaces prior to the 2020 Supreme Court decision included nondiscrimination clauses against LGBT people, among other marginal statuses (i.e., race, disability, gender, and so on). I thought about my own life as a Black lesbian with my spouse, a gender-nonconforming Latinx identified person, as we reside in Orange County, California—a place known for its conservatism. In fact, a few months before the shooting, I was commenting to my spouse that for the most part we felt accepted by our neighbors, our jobs, and overall we felt safe holding hands in public.

Then Pulse happened, and I started rethinking what I had thought was true about my own life, and that of many Black and Latinx LGBT people, especially transgender women, who remained marginalized in spite of these civil rights gains. I also began to notice how the Pulse massacre was covered in the media and who was talking about it and who was not. Most mainstream gay and lesbian organizations in Orlando, and nationally, described it as a “gay” hate crime; some underscored the race of the shooter being of Middle Eastern descent, and having possible ties with ISIS—a viewpoint seen as advancing Islamophobia. In some publications, such as The Advocate, the race of the attacker was noted, while the fact that the victims were Latinx and Black was ignored. This erasure mirrors the marginalization of people of color within mainstream white gay and lesbian movements and also supports the stereotype that queer issues are not people of color issues. Similarly, some mainstream white gay and lesbian social media groups failed to mention the shooting at all, instead focusing on the ISIS shooting in France that killed a police officer, which supports claims of Islamophobia in how the Pulse shooting was perceived.

The consequences of this media coverage were found on my Facebook page—which is filled with posts from progressive Black, white, and Latino/a activists and scholars. Most of the people who expressed outrage on my page were other queer people of color and some queer white people; hardly any of the straight identified people of color or white people had much to say about this mass shooting. Many queer people of color called out what appeared to be a “heterosexual silence” regarding the shooting of forty-nine mostly queer identified Black and Latinx people. The silence came from people who usually post about police shootings of Black and brown men by the police. When challenged on social media by queer Black and Latinx people regarding their silence, some replied that they just didn’t know what to say. Some were reluctant to post for fear of being labeled as gay. Others had mixed emotions, including some queer identified Middle Eastern people, who felt the focus on the race of the shooter underscored racism against Islam. Further reports stated that Omar Mateen originally wanted to shoot Disney Springs (Forbes 2003) but there were too many police there (Cullen 2018).

There was also speculation that he was a closeted gay man, and had a Grindr account—we may never know the reasons Mateen committed this violent act, but we know that it is in a long line of history of violence against Black and Latinx communities and LGBT communities. Overall, many within the queer people of color social media community viewed these lack of responses as a cop out. The twenty-six people I interviewed for this book shared this fear and disappointment in what they perceived as a lack of urgency concerning the lives of LGBT Black and Latinx people.

I interviewed Dr. Eddy Francisco Alvarez Jr., a professor of Chicano/a Studies at Cal State Fullerton University, who shared the following after the Pulse nightclub shooting:

Right after the shooting at Pulse my heart was broken knowing that this homophobic/transphobics act had taken place. I expected others on FB [Facebook]—queer and not—to be enraged and blowing up their FB post like they did when other shootings or tragedies happened. I was saddened, disappointed, and angry that people seemed to be indifferent. I noticed many of my heterosexual identified friends and family were not posting anything. I posted several things about how I felt and then some people commented on my post saying they that were in shock, or that silence didn’t mean they weren’t upset, but there wasn’t the same type of outage. Sadly, it was many Latino/a and other folks of color who were silent. It felt like these queer lives didn’t matter, and as an extension of them—like I didn’t matter.


While my Facebook page may not be the most representative source to gauge support for LGBT Black and Latinx people, it is telling because Facebook is an outlet where current political issues and thoughts are circulated. I realized in these Facebook exchanges that queer issues were still not viewed as Black and Latino/a issues, largely because of how they are framed—as white. While people may not be verbally expressing anti-LGBT views, their silence about the violence that happens against us speaks volumes. In moments like this, I am reminded of the following words of Dr. Martin Luther King, “In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends” (King 1968). In other words, the silence functions as a form of symbolic violence, which reinforces the devaluing of LGBT Black and Latinx lives within social movements, regarding who gets to be mourned in times of everyday systemic death.

Everyday Forms of Violence

On September 17, 2019, Ed Buck, a businessman and LGBT political activist, was arrested
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