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Harvey Milk Day honors the life and legacy of Harvey Bernard Milk, one of the first 
openly gay elected officials in the United States and a symbol of the struggle for equality, 
democratic participation, and civil rights protections in modern America.  Born on May 22, 
1930, in Woodmere, New York, Milk grew up in a close Jewish family that valued civic 
responsibility and public service.  After graduating from college, he served in the United 
States Navy during the Korean War era, where he held a position aboard the submarine 
rescue ship USS Kittiwake.  At the time, LGBTQ+ service members faced institutional 
harassment and threats of dismissal.  Milk was questioned about his sexual orientation 
and, rather than enduring court-martial proceedings, reluctantly accepted an undesirable 
discharge.  This early confrontation with discrimination became one of the shaping forces 
behind the political activism he would later commit himself to, fighting for others who 
faced exclusion from public life simply for being who they were. 

After leaving the military, Milk worked in several professions before moving to San 
Francisco in the early 1970s.  The Castro District was rapidly transforming into a thriving 
center of LGBTQ+ culture, and Milk became deeply involved in community organizing.  He 
opened a camera shop that quickly doubled as a gathering place for discussions, local 
politics, and grassroots activism.  Milk ran for office repeatedly, losing early campaigns but 
building name recognition and demonstrating a natural ability to bring together diverse 
constituencies including labor unions, seniors, small business owners, and working-class 
families.  In 1977, he was elected to the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, becoming one 
of the first openly gay elected officials in the nation.  His election signaled a shift in 
American public life:  LGBTQ+ individuals were no longer content to remain 
disenfranchised or invisible; they were claiming their place as stakeholders and citizens in 
the democratic process. 

Milk’s time in office was defined by practical, inclusive policymaking.  He 
championed rent protections, neighborhood businesses, oversight of police behavior, 
employment protections for LGBTQ+ people, and greater representation for communities 
that had historically lacked a voice in government.  His most famous stand came in 1978, 
when he became a leading figure in the successful statewide fight against the Briggs 
Initiative, a ballot measure that sought to ban LGBTQ+ teachers from working in public 
schools.  Milk traveled across California, debating supporters of the measure and working 
tirelessly to build broad coalitions not only among LGBTQ+ voters but families, educators, 



religious leaders, and straight allies.  The defeat of Proposition 6 marked one of the first 
great political victories for the gay rights movement and demonstrated that change could 
be achieved through democratic action and public participation. 

On November 27, 1978, Milk’s political career and life were cut short when he and 
San Francisco Mayor George Moscone were assassinated in City Hall by former Supervisor 
Dan White.  White had recently resigned from his seat and sought reinstatement, but Mayor 
Moscone and Milk opposed his return, believing that White’s conservative positions and 
resistance to expanding civil rights would hinder the social and political progress the city 
was making.  Their opposition took place at a time of rapid change in San Francisco, as new 
communities including the LGBTQ+ population were asserting influence over local political 
life.  White, who felt left behind both politically and socially, entered City Hall through a 
basement window to avoid security checkpoints, fatally shot Mayor Moscone, and then 
walked to Milk’s office where he shot and killed him. 

Milk’s assassination represented not only an act of personal violence but a backlash 
against the broader social transformation he represented.  Milk stood as a visible symbol of 
LGBTQ+ progress and empowerment.  White’s subsequent trial and conviction on the 
lesser charge of voluntary manslaughter caused widespread anger, particularly in the 
LGBTQ+ community.  Massive public demonstrations known as the White Night Riots 
erupted in San Francisco.  Although tragic, these events solidified Milk’s legacy, galvanizing 
new waves of activism and strengthening demands for civil protections, equal 
representation, and public affirmation of LGBTQ+ identity in American life. Milk’s death 
became a reminder that progress toward inclusion is often met with opposition, but that 
public determination and civic engagement are powerful tools for change. 

Harvey Milk Day is formally recognized across California through Senate Bill 572, 
authored by Senator Mark Leno, and signed by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger in 2009.  
The law established May 22 as Harvey Milk Day in California public schools and 
encourages commemorative learning about Milk’s life and contributions to civil rights, 
social activism, and democratic participation.  This made California the first state to create 
a formal commemorative day for Harvey Milk and helped bring his story into classrooms 
and educational institutions across the state.  In 2009, Milk was also posthumously 
awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Barack Obama, further affirming 
his national significance. 

Santa Clara County has played an active role in recognizing Milk’s legacy.  The Santa 
Clara County Office of Education has passed multiple resolutions recognizing May 22 as 
Harvey Milk Day and affirming a commitment to LGBTQ+ inclusion in schools.  In 2021, 
2023, and again in 2024, the Board of Education adopted formal resolutions acknowledging 



Harvey Milk Day alongside June as LGBTQ+ Pride Month.  These resolutions pledged 
support for safe learning environments, the celebration of diversity, and the commitment to 
civic inclusion for all students.  The 2024 resolution also encouraged the raising of the 
Progress Pride Flag in schools and public educational spaces, a highly visible symbol of 
solidarity and inclusion.  These actions demonstrate that in Santa Clara County, Harvey 
Milk Day is not merely ceremonial but embedded in ongoing educational policy and 
institutional practice. 

Local leaders in the county have also continued to reference Harvey Milk as a 
foundational figure in regional Pride observances.  Santa Clara County District 3’s civic 
communications include Milk among the leaders whose work helped shape LGBTQ+ 
equality movements in California and beyond.  Events hosted by county offices, including 
public celebrations supporting transgender residents and LGBTQ+ youth, uphold Milk’s 
legacy by reinforcing the principle that government should be a defender of marginalized 
communities.  While large-scale Harvey Milk Day festivals have not consistently appeared 
in local press coverage, school-based observances, flag raisings, lesson plans, and 
institutional resolutions reflect a robust and ongoing acknowledgment of Milk’s impact.  
The Harvey Milk Foundation, led by Milk’s nephew Stuart Milk, has also supported schools 
and cities throughout California by offering educational resources, curricular materials, 
and civic guidance to help organizations meaningfully observe the day. 

Harvey Milk is interred at the Neptune Society Columbarium in San Francisco, with 
some of his ashes scattered at sea as he wished.  His legacy continues to influence civic 
leaders, advocates, educators, and students who seek a society where democratic 
participation includes every person.  His words, “Hope will never be silent,” remind 
Californians and Americans that social progress requires visibility, participation, and the 
willingness to stand for others.  Harvey Milk Day serves not only as a remembrance of a life 
lost but as a call to action to speak, to organize, and to continue the work of making 
equality a reality for all. 

 


