Best First Pride Remembrance March: Why Philadelphia’s 1965 Protest Still Matters
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Remembering a quiet revolution: activists gathered in front of Independence Hall in 1965 to demand federal job rights and dignity, a modest but pivotal protest that helped shape the nation's LGBTQ+ organising and laid groundwork for later, louder uprisings. Visit Philly this week to mark that “first” and see why the Remembrance March still resonates.
Essential Takeaways
Historic moment: A small group of around 40 activists staged the first organized gay-rights demonstration in the United States in Philadelphia in 1965.
Respectable protest: Participants dressed conservatively , suits, dresses and polished shoes , to press for federal employment and security-clearance rights.
Local to national: The event drew people from cities like Chicago and San Francisco, giving it early national significance.
Different tactics: The Remembrance Marches were conservative and assimilationist, contrasting with the disruptive, intersectional Stonewall riots in 1969.
Ongoing commemoration: Philadelphia continues to celebrate that first march with events such as the Philly Pride Visitor Center’s Firstival and a weekly “52 Weeks of Firsts” series.
A quiet protest with a loud legacy
On a hot summer day in 1965, a handful of people stood in front of Independence Hall and demanded the right to hold government jobs without being fired for who they were. The scene was almost deliberately polite , three-piece suits, polished shoes and crisp dresses , but the point was unmistakable: employment and security-clearance discrimination had to end. History.com and local reporting note that organisers like Frank Kameny, Craig Rodwell and Barbara Gittings framed the demonstration as a national call to action. That composed, resolute image , people who wanted to be seen as employable , still feels strikingly human.
Why they chose respectability as a tactic
The Remembrance Marches consciously aimed to counter stereotypes by looking “respectable.” Organisers thought appearing professional would make it harder for employers and officials to dismiss the demand for basic rights. PhillyMag and encyclopedia overviews show this was a strategic choice, not mere conformity. For people fighting to hold federal jobs and pass security checks, looking the part mattered. But that approach had limits: it tended to exclude younger, more radical activists who wanted to challenge visibility norms rather than blend in.
How Philadelphia plugged into a national movement
Although just a few dozen marched in 1965, participants came from around the country , Chicago, Los Angeles and San Francisco among them , which made the event national in reach. Contemporary accounts document that the modest turnout nonetheless connected organisers and set a template for coordinated protest. The East Coast Regional Conference of Homophile Organizations later helped evolve strategy, and Philadelphia’s protest became an annual Remembrance March until tactics shifted after 1969. The lesson is simple: small, disciplined actions can seed broader networks.
The contrast with Stonewall , two styles of protest
A few years later, Stonewall in New York erupted in a very different mood: noisy, disruptive and intersectional, driven largely by trans women of colour and younger activists. Remembrance March veterans like Craig Rodwell participated in both scenes, underlining how the movement changed. Sources documenting both protests show a handoff from cautious assimilation to bold direct action. Both approaches pushed rights forward, but they did it in different voices , and remembering both helps explain the movement’s complexity today.
Remembering and celebrating in Philadelphia now
Philadelphia still honours that first 1965 demonstration with events and programming, including the Philly Pride Visitor Center’s Firstival and a weekly “52 Weeks of Firsts” spotlight. Local organisers and historians emphasise that the Remembrance March is part of the city’s civic DNA , an example of how small acts of courage can echo for decades. If you visit, look for exhibits and conversations that contextualise those early choices and how they shaped contemporary activism.
It's a small history with a big echo , worth a visit, and worth remembering.
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