
In 1977, San Francisco politics was 

taken by storm when gay rights activist 

Harvey Milk was elected to the Board of 

States, Milk’s election was a triumph 

over anti-gay stereotypes. Milk’s ability 

to mobilize gays and straights alike 

resulted in the defeat of a statewide

proposition to severely limit gays’ 

employment rights. Though Milk was 

assassinated 11 months after he was 

gay rights has inspired a new generation 

of civic activists across the United States, 

expansion of civil liberties for gays and 

lesbians.

Vision and Motivation

In the mid-twentieth century, 

homosexuals were legally and socially 

discriminated against in the United States. 
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However, in 1969 during a police raid on 

a gay bar in New York City, instead of 

running from the authorities, gays chose 

to protest their right to visit gay bars.1 

The riots that followed the raid, which 

became known as the Stonewall Riots, led 

to the public exposure of police brutality, 

in the U.S., the Gay Liberation Front, 

which took on a decidedly anti-war, pro-

civil rights, anti-establishment identity.2 It 

was during this time that America’s gays 

moved to the west coast en masse, and in 

particular, to San Francisco.

Harvey Milk was an early migrant 

to San Francisco’s tolerant Castro 

District, where he moved to live openly 

with his partner.3 However, even in this 

“tolerant” area, the gay community faced 

discrimination from local businesses, as 

both consumers and employees. Milk 

became involved in local politics and ran 

enhance the lives of working-class San 

Franciscans and minorities.

Goals and Objectives

From the history of other minority 

groups in America, Milk knew that the 

only way to truly achieve equality would 

be for a gay person to be elected to public 

enough anymore just to have friends 

represent us. No matter how good that
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friend may be.”4

Milk was elected Supervisor of the city 

in the United States, Harvey Milk had 

for gay rights. However, for Milk, winning 

the election, while monumental, was just 

rights and equality. Milk sought not only to 

change the stereotypes that existed about 

gays, but to also promote a legal framework 

that supports gays, including the passage 

of a gay rights bill, and speaking out 

against a barrage of legislation which 

would restrict gays’ civil and political

liberties.5

Leadership

rights, Milk led a dual life like most gay 

the day, then going home to his domestic 

partner. Once Milk was swept up in the 

counter-culture of the 1960s and the gay 

rights liberation movement in 1972, he 

was surprised that despite the large gay 

population in San Francisco, immense 

inequalities still existed.6 As a small 

business owner, he aspired to boycott 

businesses which were discriminatory 

toward gays. Milk was able to unite the 

gay community in San Francisco through 

his charisma and civic mobilization 

skills. One supporter noted that “Harvey 

could galvanize people. He was like a 

lightning rod — he had the electricity
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in him.”7

Milk used his incredible oratory skills 

to call out his opponents, all the while 

arguing for equal rights. Perhaps the best 

example of this came during a speech 

Milk made at the June 1978 Gay Freedom 

Day Parade, where he declared, “On the 

tired, your poor, your huddled masses 

yearning to be free…’ In the Declaration 

created equal and they are endowed with 

certain inalienable rights…’ And in our 

that Star-Spangled Banner yet wave over 

the land of the free.’ For Mr. Briggs and 
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that’s what America is. No matter how 

hard you try, you cannot erase those words 

from the Declaration of Independence.

No matter how hard you try, you cannot 

chip those words off the base of the 

Statue of Liberty and no matter how 

hard you try, you cannot sing the Star-

Spangled Banner without those words. 

That’s what America is. Love it or

leave it.”8

Milk was particularly inspired by gay 

youth who reached out to him after his 

gave hope to disenchanted and alienated 

To highlight his underlying drive for equal 

opportunity, Milk would often reference 

two gay teenagers who contacted him 

from Richmond, Minnesota and Altoona, 

to look forward to is hope. And you have 

to give them hope. Hope for a better world, 

hope for a better tomorrow, hope for a 

better place to come to if the pressures 

at home are too great…you have to give 

people hope.”9

Civic Environment

Throughout the 1950s and ‘60s, 

the FBI and local police departments 

the U.S. Postal Service kept track 

of addresses that received materials 

pertaining to homosexuality. State and 

local governments passed laws that shut 

down bars catering to homosexuals and 

performed “sweeps” to rid neighborhoods 
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and local hangouts of gay men

and women.

Following the Stonewall Riots of 1969, 

the United States was swept up in a public 

debate about gay rights. Even though 

Jimmy Carter had become president in 

1976 on a platform that supported human 

rights, and many states had in place laws 

that protected gays and lesbians from 

discrimination, a conservative opposition 

began to reinforce anti-gay stereotypes. By 

1977, an initiative led by celebrity Anita 

Bryant to repeal a law in Dade County, 

Florida, prohibiting discrimination on 

the basis of sexual orientation, passed 

with an overwhelming majority. The 

gay rights movement faced similar 

blows in cities in Minnesota, Kansas and

Oregon.10

Message and Audience

The only way to end the discrimination 

against gays in America, for Harvey Milk, 

was to break the mold and enter local 

politics. Thus, the gay rights movement 

launched a grassroots effort to elect Milk 

to San Francisco’s Board of Supervisors; 

Milk gradually began growing a base of 

support. Reporter John Cloud explained, 

reach downward, not upward, for support. 

He convinced the growing gay masses 

of ‘Sodom by the Sea’ that they could 

have a role in city leadership, and they 

turned out to form ‘human billboards’ 

for him along major thoroughfares. In 

doing so, they outed themselves in a way 
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once unthinkable. It was invigorating.”11 

Milk reached out to anyone in his 

district who would listen by canvassing 

neighborhoods, turning his camera 

post while leading multiple rallies for

gay rights.

In November 1978, after Milk took 

anti-gay legislation known as the Briggs 

Initiative, or Proposition 6, which would 

bar gays from teaching in schools. Because 

the initiative covered the whole state of 

California, Milk understood that the only 

way to convince Californians that gays 

their sexual orientation was for closeted 

gays to come out. Milk urged gays all 

over the United States to come out of the 

closet, even declaring, “If a bullet should 

enter my brain, let that bullet destroy 

every closet door.”12 Proposition 6 was 

defeated by over one million votes on 

November 7, 1978, with the support of 

both Ronald Reagan and President Jimmy 

Carter, heralding a new tolerance for gays

nationwide.13

Milk was also a strong believer in 

nonviolence, which played heavily into 

his messaging strategy. As his nephew 

Stuart Milk said, his “commitment to 

nonviolence was at his very core.”14 Milk 

would use his soap-box and bullhorn, 

rallying the gay community with the 

slogan “My name is Harvey Milk and I’m 

here to recruit you” to march in thousands 

through the city of San Francisco, but he 

never let his supporters get out of control.15 
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Once elected, Milk left the task of street 

organization to his grassroots team, 

who would lead marches to City Hall, 

where Milk would emerge to calm down

the crowd.

While protest rallies and grassroots 

movements were key tactics in Milk’s 

campaign, at the core of his strategy was 

improving the lives of his constituents, 

even if that meant solving the basic 

problems of urban dwellers. For example, 

Milk openly acknowledged that “whoever 

can solve the dogshit problem [in the city] 

can be elected mayor of San Francisco, 

even president of the United States.”16 

Milk followed his own advice, sponsoring 

a bill which made dog owners pick up 

after their pets, and organized a press 

conference in which he purposely stepped 

in dog waste to make a point. This simple 

career as a politician, not only because he 

knew how to garner media attention for 

his cause, but because it represented his 

desire to solve everyday San Franciscans’

problems.

Outreach Activities

Milk quickly discovered that his 

only gays, but also straight working-

class, elderly and minority voters, who 

voting population in San Francisco. 

According to the gay community 

magazine Advocate, “[Milk] molded the 

gay community into a united voting bloc, 

and his populist agenda —which attracted 
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straight families, working-class voters, 

and senior citizens — gave him a powerful

base.”17

From the start of his political career, 

Milk sought alliances with local businesses 

outside the gay community. For example, 

local workers’ unions had attempted to 

boycott the Coors beer company for years 

because of it non-union status, while 

the gay community faced employment 

discrimination by the company. 

With Milk’s ability to bring the two 

communities together, a unique coalition 

successfully removed Coors products 

from all bars in the Castro district of San 

Francisco. It was this kind of cooperation 

that led to Milk’s and the gay community’s 

successes; according to gay activist Cleve 

Jones, a close friend of Milk’s, “In each 

community, he found a handful of people 

who were willing to invite us into their

living rooms and churches to talk. Harvey’s 

reaching out has had an enormous long-

term effect on progressive politics and 

the gay and lesbian community itself. 

If you look at the photographs of the 

early days of the gay marches, it’s 

almost entirely white, long-haired youth. 

Today, the diversity is extraordinary

to me.”18

Unfortunately, Harvey Milk’s political 

career came to a tragic end on November 

27, 1978, when he and San Francisco 

mayor George Moscone were assassinated 

by Dan White, a disgruntled ex-city 

supervisor who had demanded his job 

back after resigning weeks earlier. Despite 

Milk’s passing, his progressive coalition 
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in San Franciscan politics created a legacy 

of gay tolerance in San Francisco and a 

model for gay rights advocacy nationwide. 

The work he did to promote tolerance 

and equality earned him a posthumous 

Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2009, 

led Time magazine to name him as one 

century, and led the state of California to 

name a holiday after him on his birthday, 

May 22.

Milk’s life, was released, bringing Milk’s 

voice to the present-day gay movement in 

for eight Oscars, winning two for Best 

Actor and Best Original Screenplay. In 

his Oscar acceptance speech, screenwriter 

Dustin Lance Black recounted his 

“I heard the story of Harvey Milk, and 

it gave me hope. It gave me the hope to 

live my life. It gave me the hope that one 

day I could live my life openly as who I 

am…” Despite his tragic death in 1978, 

Harvey Milk’s legacy lives on through 

the Harvey Milk Civil Rights Academy, 

an alternative school in the Castro 

district of San Francisco with a strong 

emphasis on teaching nonviolence and

tolerance.19
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