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My history day topic is the LGBTQ activist Marsha P. Johnson. Marsha P. Johnson could
be considered among the most marginalized of people. She was a poor, black, drag queen,
living in New York City during the civil rights and gay liberation movements. I immediately
thought of Johnson upon hearing the theme, because of her efforts in opening one of the
biggest and most relevant civil rights frontiers: LGBTQ rights. She is famously known for her
presence at the Stonewall Riots and multiple Christopher Street Liberation Day Pride Parades.
Johnson and close friend Sylvia Rivera also founded the first recorded transgender safehouse
in America called S.T.A.R. (Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries).

I started my research by browsing online sources for background information on Marsha
P. Johnson herself and some of her accomplishments. I dug deeper online to find information on
the atmosphere of New York in relation to civil rights and discovered bigotry towards gays and
people of color was apparent across a large majority of America during the 60s and 70s. I used
Iowa State University’s Library databases to access a wide variety of resources. I then
organized my acquired information and finally researched the smaller missing details. My most
exciting source was an interview with Johnson’s roommate of fifteen years.

It was challenging figuring out what persona to take on when performing: I finally
decided I needed a narrator to give background information, Marsha P Johnson to portray her
idiosyncratic personality, and side characters to show different perspectives of the LGBTQ
movement. I swapped between hats and glasses for non-narrator characters. When portraying
Johnson I wear a fur stole. I decided to use photos on a large tri-fold backdrop to aid the
audience in following along. I created a flower headpiece to provide an example of what
Johnson wore. I also chose to start and end the entire performance with the title of the
presentation to provide a full-circle performance.

Living freely as yourself during a time of profound oppression can be difficult, and that is
exactly what the severely marginalized Marsha P. Johnson did. Johnson was seen as a leader
in the Gay Liberation movement during the 60s and 70s in New York. She lived happily as
herself and joined protests despite being excluded from the mainstream gay rights movement.
She opened frontiers for all types of marginalized people.

Marsha P. Johnson was significant in history because she indirectly helped many people
with her activism. While she was alive people of color and LGBTQ people were not socially
accepted. Sodomy was illegal in all 50 states until 1961 and segregation was still apparent in
public spaces. She was a black transvestite activist who constantly advocated for the rights of
LGBTQ people and had, as demonstrated by the STAR Manifesto, amazing beliefs for future
LGBTQ freedoms. Despite Johnson’s efforts, the legal rights and acceptance that she
advocated for are still being debated today.
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