UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF MARYLAND

Thomas C. Johnson v. House of Labeija LLC, et al.

Johnson v. House of Labeija LLC - No. Civ. No. MJM-24-71 - Decided March 30, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the District of Maryland considered motions to dismiss a pro se

defamation action brought by Thomas C. Johnson against House of Labeija LL.C and individual

defendants. The court concluded that the plaintiff failed to establish federal-question or diversity

subject-matter jurisdiction and failed to establish personal jurisdiction over the moving defendants.

The action was dismissed without prejudice.
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dismissed

Plaintiff brought a single-count defamation action. Defendants Marcus
Henderson and Jeffrey Bryant moved to dismiss under Federal Rules
of Civil Procedure 12(b)(2) and 12(b)(6), asserting lack of personal
jurisdiction and failure to state a claim. The court also considered
subject-matter jurisdiction sua sponte.

For subject-matter jurisdiction, the plaintiff bears the burden of
establishing jurisdiction, and the court must dismiss if jurisdiction is
lacking. On a Rule 12(b)(2) motion decided from the pleadings and
papers, the plaintiff must make a prima facie showing of personal
jurisdiction, with allegations accepted as true when supported by the
record. On a Rule 12(b)(6) motion, well-pleaded allegations are
accepted as true and construed favorably to the plaintiff, but the
complaint must contain sufficient factual matter to state a facially

plausible claim.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED
1. Whether the court had federal-question jurisdiction over plaintiff’s state-law defamation claim.

2. Whether plaintiff established the amount in controversy necessary for diversity jurisdiction under 28
U.S.C. § 1332.

3. Whether the court could exercise personal jurisdiction over New York residents Marcus Henderson and
Jeffrey Bryant.

4. Whether the complaint plausibly stated a defamation claim against Henderson and Bryant under Rule
12(b)(6).

5. Whether plaintiff was entitled to default judgment, sanctions, or other relief requested in opposition to
Henderson’s motion.

HOLDINGS

1. A state-law defamation claim does not establish federal-question jurisdiction where the claim does not
necessarily depend on resolution of a substantial question of federal law. The cited federal provisions,
including 28 U.S.C. § 4101(1) and the purported Cybercrimes Act provision, did not create a cause of

action or apply to the alleged conduct.

2. Plaintiff failed to establish diversity jurisdiction because he did not plead facts demonstrating that the

amount in controversy exceeded $75,000.

3. The court lacked personal jurisdiction over both Henderson and Bryant because plaintiff failed to
establish jurisdiction under Maryland’s long-arm statute and failed to show constitutionally sufficient

minimum contacts with Maryland.

4. The complaint failed to state a plausible defamation claim against Henderson and Bryant because it did
not identify specific defamatory statements attributable to either defendant and did not provide sufficient

factual support for falsity.

5. Plaintiff was not entitled to re-entry of default, default judgment, striking Henderson’s motion, or

sanctions.

KEY QUOTATIONS



“Because Plaintiff fails to establish this Court’s original jurisdiction over this matter, the case must be

dismissed against all defendants.” (Section I1I)

“Thus, Plaintiff fails to establish any prima facie case for this Court’s exercise of personal jurisdiction over

either Mr. Henderson or Mr. Bryant.” (Section IV)

“Even if this Court had subject-matter jurisdiction over this action and personal jurisdiction over each
Defendant, Plaintiff’s complaint still fails to state a plausible claim for relief against either Defendant.”
(Section V)

“Mr. Henderson’s motion to dismiss (ECF No. 17) and Mr. Bryant’s motion to dismiss (ECF No. 39) are
GRANTED, and Plaintiff’s complaint is dismissed without prejudice.” (Section VI)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Thomas C. Johnson, a Maryland resident, alleged that defendants defamed him through a memorandum
circulated in Facebook ballroom groups and through statements concerning his removal as a judge from
ballroom events. The memorandum attributed various misconduct and negative behavior to Johnson and
allegedly harmed his reputation and work in the ballroom and LGBTQIA+ communities. Johnson sought
compensatory and punitive damages but did not specify an amount of damages or identify specific defamatory
statements attributable to Henderson or Bryant.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

The action was filed in the District of Maryland. Leonard Re’Mack was voluntarily dismissed, and an earlier
default entered against Marcus Henderson was vacated. The Fourth Circuit dismissed plaintiff’s interlocutory
appeal from the vacatur for lack of jurisdiction. After service on Jeffrey Bryant, both Henderson’s and Bryant’s
motions to dismiss became ripe. The district court granted both motions and dismissed the complaint without
prejudice.

DISPOSITION
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