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Introduction

Changing the World with Pride

At the corner of Peachtree and Tenth, a small group of Christian evan-
gelicals armed with a loudspeaker and large signs protested the 2010 
Atlanta Pride parade. One person held a sign emblazoned with the 
words: “THE WAGES OF SIN IS DEATH,” while another proclaimed 
into the loudspeaker that, “Homosexuals must repent!” In front of them, 
joyous contingents representing lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT)- friendly churches, school gay- straight alliances, recreation 
leagues, and local and national businesses— cheered, danced, and waved 
rainbow flags as they marched along the route. In terms of exposure, 
the evangelical counter- protesters could not have picked a better spot. 
Neither could the crowd of Pride spectators. This was where the parade 
route turned the corner, moving from the commercial Peachtree Street 
with wide sidewalks and large shops into the densely built Midtown 
neighborhood along Tenth Street. Counter- protesters chose a spot where 
many could hear their message, while spectators gathered for the open 
space and good views afforded by the wide corner as the parade turned. 
The two groups did not enjoy one another’s company and showed it with 
occasional heated exchanges.

From my vantage point on the steps of an office tower opposite the 
counter- protesters, I watched as the parade’s official marching band ap-
proached the turn. They were playing their version of “Poker Face,” the 
most recent Lady Gaga hit. By 2010, with her vocal support of LGBT po-
litical issues and catchy dance tunes, Lady Gaga had become an icon of 
the LGBT community. That summer her music was ubiquitous at Pride 
parades. With the marching band drawing near, counter- protesters 
continued their condemnations over the loudspeaker. When they com-
pleted the turn and were directly in front of the protest group, Atlanta’s 
Pride Band halted, turned to face the loudspeaker, and belted out the 
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song’s chorus. The evangelical protesters were briefly drowned out by 
Lady Gaga, a marching band decked in rainbows, and a few hundred 
cheering spectators.

I imagine that members of Atlanta’s Pride Band were given the same 
advice as me when, four years earlier, I was preparing to march with the 
LA Gay and Lesbian Center in the Los Angeles Pride parade. “There 
will be people saying vile things about us,” our group’s organizer said. 
“They’re allowed to protest just the same as we are, but don’t let them 
draw you into their anger. Answer them by being your fabulous selves.” 
At Pride, being fabulous is protest. As counter- protesters loudly con-
demn the open expression of queer sexuality, participants defy them by 
turning up the volume.

Conflict between Pride participants and evangelical counter- 
protesters is a small window into the broader cultural challenge issued 
by Pride parades across the country. Nearly a half- century since the first 
Pride marchers stepped off in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago, 
America— and much of the Western world— has reached a crucial point 
in this long journey towards full social inclusion of queer sexuality and 
gender. On the one hand, LGBT Americans enjoy unprecedented politi-
cal rights and cultural visibility, prompting many to argue that we have 
turned a corner and entered a new era of equality.1 As of this writing, 
same- sex marriage is legal throughout the United States after a landmark 
(though narrowly decided) Supreme Court case in June 2015. LGBT 
characters now regularly appear in mainstream television and movies in 
ways that largely avoid the narrow stereotyping of the past. Particularly 
in urban and more liberal areas of the country, many LGBT people are 
able to live fully open lives with partners and children that are accepted 
by their families, neighbors, and coworkers.2 LGBT people across the 
country encounter a tolerance today that the first Pride marchers could 
scarcely imagine possible.

On the other hand, the persistent discrimination, denigration, and 
exclusion of queer people that continues to occur signals that queer 
sexuality and gender are still widely understood as inferior to hetero-
sexuality. In its harshest form, family and community rejection leads to 
alarming rates of homelessness and suicide among LGBT youth across 
the country.3 Debates in the public sphere include prominent main-
stream voices condemning queerness as immoral and even dangerous, 
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while polls continue to reveal that a significant minority (nearly 40%) of 
Americans believe that homosexuality is morally wrong.4 More subtly, 
even as a majority of Americans support legal rights such as same- sex 
marriage, they are less accepting of informal public displays of affec-
tion between same- sex couples.5 Thus, while LGBT people have made 
tremendous strides towards inclusion in American society, legally and 
culturally they are not yet fully equal to their heterosexual neighbors.

Queer theorists and feminists use the concept of heteronormativity 
to describe the cultural basis for LGBT inequality. Heteronormative cul-
ture makes heterosexuality the standard for romantic coupling in public 
spaces. Weddings, proms, and even the generic idea of “family” posit a 
man/woman couple as the norm and thus make same- sex pairs devi-
ant.6 Heteronormativity imposes a strict gender binary on individuals 
such that there are two opposite and complementary genders that natu-
rally experience sexual desire for the other.7 LGBT people deviate from 
the heteronormative standard in two ways: through sexual orientation 
(desire for the same sex) and gender transgression (identification with 
and/or display of qualities incongruous with one’s corresponding male/
female body).8 While heteronormativity underpins some laws, certainly 
those regarding marriage, the concept is not driven by the state.9 This 
cultural concept existed prior to modern laws that codified definitions 
of family and marriage and continues to resonate even as laws excluding 
LGBT families dissipate. Instead, heteronormativity is rooted into cul-
ture and often expressed through the writing and enforcement of laws.

Heteronormativity in contemporary America coexists with an ethos 
of tolerance for difference. This means that while many Americans wel-
come openly queer people into their neighborhoods, friendship circles, 
and families, this acceptance comes more in spite of their sexuality and 
gender, not because of it. LGBT people still feel consistent pressure to 
downplay their difference, particularly by following traditional gender 
norms.10 Though explicit homophobia no longer permeates American 
culture, heterosexuality still reigns as normal and desirable, rendering 
queer sexuality and gender inferior. Queer theorists argue that as long 
as heteronormative culture remains dominant, queerness can be at best 
tolerated, but not celebrated or normalized.11

Against this cultural backdrop, Pride parades are loud, colorful, and 
joyful celebrations of LGBT identity. Like Atlanta’s Pride Band, march-
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ers and spectators confront a negative and silencing culture by facing 
condemnations head on, turning up the volume, and refusing to stop the 
celebration. Similarly, just as spectators cheered on the band, Pride par-
ticipants show public support for LGBT people by joining in and drown-
ing out negativity. Pride participants challenge the heteronormativity 
in American culture by celebrating and supporting LGBT people with 
myriad displays. At the Pride parade in Fargo, North Dakota, an eighty- 
year- old woman named Ruth marched with her fellow Episcopalians to 
show that Christianity leads some to accept homosexuality rather than 
condemn it. In Burlington, Vermont, Ginger celebrated Pride by attend-
ing in full drag, saying that the day was unique because the rest of the 
year she feels she must wear “civilian clothes”— masculine attire that 
corresponds with her male body— while on city streets.12 In these ways, 
Ruth, Ginger, and millions of other Pride participants challenge culture 
by enacting a new vision of what LGBT acceptance can look like. On one 
day in many cities, they bring to fruition the motto of gay rights pioneer 
Frank Kameny: “Gay Is Good!”13

Lady Gaga, marching bands, and drag queens do not fit with many 
people’s image of protest. Nor do they fit into a typical sociologist’s cata-
logue of protest activity. When most people, academics included, think of 
a protest, their heads fill with images of indignant young activists holding 
signs, chanting slogans, and marching together in a block towards a civic 
site of power— like city hall or the county courthouse. Indeed, throughout 
Pride’s history, many LGBT advocates have questioned the wisdom of such 
a festive tactic to effect social change, preferring instead a traditional sol-
emn protest against the state. In particular, scholars of social movements 
most often conceptualize protest as a collective action to gain political 
power for a marginalized group, or are interested in how the movements 
might change government laws or policies. Considerable work has shown 
how activists pursue cultural change alongside state- focused protest, ex-
panding our understanding of what activists do while keeping a definition 
of protest as oriented toward the state. Some scholars explicitly say that 
to be considered a protest, an action must target the state, while others 
promote this definition implicitly through an empirical focus on state- 
directed protest actions.14 While many critique this view and argue that 
groups may protest cultural ideas, attitudes, and norms of behavior, fewer 
have shown what this looks like in the real world.15 I hope to change that.

Bruce_i_295.indd   4 6/16/16   10:52 AM



Introduction | 5

In this book, I tell the story of Pride parades from their origin in New 
York City, Los Angeles, and Chicago in 1970 to their vibrant contempo-
rary life in diverse cities across the country. I reconcile how these festive 
affairs do the serious work of protest by challenging cultural meanings 
as marchers and spectators publicly revel in the joy of being themselves. 
I consider the ways in which these parades can, at times, become too 
festive, too commercial, or project an unhelpful image of LGBT people. 
After travelling to six Pride parades and talking to participants in places 
as disparate as Fargo, North Dakota and New York City, I describe how 
the form of these challenges are unique to each location. At the same 
time, their common history and shared symbols unite parades into a 
coherent national, even global, phenomenon.

What Is Pride Anyway?

LGBT Pride parades, or simply “Pride,” are staged annually in cities 
all over the world. Every year, over six million people either march or 
watch a Pride parade in 116 cities in the U.S., and many more take part 
in parades in Canada, Europe, Latin America, and elsewhere.16 A few 
thousand people staged the first Pride events on June 28, 1970 in New 
York City, Los Angeles, and Chicago to commemorate the 1969 Stone-
wall riots, which occurred when patrons of a New York City gay bar, the 
Stonewall Inn, reacted violently to a routine police raid. Many activ-
ists then and now interpret the riot as a monumental act of defiance 
that inaugurated a new era of gay and lesbian (later adding bisexual and 
transgender) activism.17 On the anniversary of Stonewall, activists held 
Pride parades to carry forward this era of joyous and unashamed public 
declaration of gay and lesbian identity. Like today’s parades, Pride events 
in 1970 were more festive and colorful than traditional protest marches 
and focused more on achieving broad cultural change than enacting 
specific government laws.

Today, the stated purpose of Pride for many of its planning commit-
tees is much the same as it was in 1970: to promote the visibility and 
validate the existence of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people.18 
Parade participants do this by transforming public streets into sites of 
resistance to heteronormativity.19 In a study of two large parades in the 
United Kingdom, geographer Kath Browne described Pride as a “party 
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with politics” in which participants defy heterosexual norms by showing 
same- sex affection and playing with conventions of gender presenta-
tion.20 Similarly, marketing researchers Stephen M. Kates and Russell 
W. Belk found that Toronto Pride participants celebrated their queer 
identities by buying goods such as rainbow flags that visibly marked 
them as LGBT.21 Though Pride parades are often popularly thought of 
as uncomplicated spectacles, these studies show that there is more going 
on. In this book, I extend their insights into the ways that these events 
resist and challenge heteronormativity.

Pride today happens in many surprising— and unsurprising— places. 
Twenty- two of the most populated twenty- five cities in the U.S. host 
Pride parades, the two largest of which draw nearly one million people 
to the streets of New York City and San Francisco. But Pride parades 
also occur in places like St. George, Utah; Spartanburg, South Caro-
lina; and Mankato, Minnesota. Likewise, they come in all sizes, from 
one million marchers and spectators covering two miles of New York 
City in five hours to a convergence of 350 people along seven blocks in 
Fargo, North Dakota that lasts just under twenty minutes. California 
tops out with the most Pride parades of any state— thirteen— but there 
is at least one parade in forty- three states, and one parade in the District 
of Columbia. All seven states without a parade host Pride festivals with 
informational booths and entertainment, usually on public grounds. In 
Wyoming, participants get creative with “Rendezvous,” a five- day cam-
pout in a national forest. Pride parades across the country reflect and 
respond to the local cultures.

Pride parades are not the only game in town when it comes to pro-
moting visibility and acceptance for LGBT people. Across the country, 
LGBT employee groups, gay- straight alliances at schools and universi-
ties, and LGBT community centers work to support LGBT people and 
educate the public about queer sexuality and gender. Nationally, groups 
such as the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) 
and the Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) pro-
mote positive images of LGBT people in the mass media and educa-
tional institutions. Additionally, most organizations that primarily focus 
on changing state and federal laws— such as the Human Rights Cam-
paign, Lambda Legal, and state Equality groups— sponsor educational 
programs aimed at increasing the cultural visibility and acceptance of 
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LGBT people. Many of these groups also march as contingents in Pride 
parades.

In many cities, groups organize alternative marches for specific LGBT 
populations. Dyke Marches, Trans Marches, and Black and Latino Gay 
Pride events are all established events held in many cities that focus 
on these populations. Like the larger Pride parades, these events make 
LGBT people visible and challenge their cultural and legal marginaliza-
tion. However, each of these events adds a specific focus for one group 
that has experienced its own marginalization within LGBT community. 
Historically, middle- class white gay men have played leading roles or-
ganizing and participating in Pride— leaving women, transgender in-
dividuals, people of color, and the working class to feel excluded.22 In 
response to this, some groups have pushed for greater inclusion in Pride, 
while others have shifted their efforts to organizing alternative events.

Dyke and Trans Marches consciously look different than Pride pa-
rades. They are no- frills marches following the familiar image of a pro-
test in which participants march in a block chanting slogans such as, “2, 
4, 6, 8— how do you know your daughter’s straight?” While the events 
started in reaction to Pride parades, Dyke and Trans Marches are affili-
ated with Pride and recognized as official Pride activities in many cities, 
including Atlanta and Salt Lake City. In other cities like New York, these 
events are organized without any ties to the local Pride parade. Black 
and Latino Gay Prides take the form of a parade with floats, music, and 
a festive atmosphere but with a focus on African American or Latino 
LGBT people, respectively. Or, as a friend once said to me about Black 
Gay Pride, “It’s pretty much just Pride . . . with more Black people.” Black 
and Latino Gay Pride parades are organizationally separate from Pride, 
but do not explicitly oppose Pride events. While I did not study these 
events specifically, I do consider the effect of these alternative events on 
the work of Pride parades.

As an academic, there are two aspects of Pride that I find particularly 
interesting. Unlike most mass demonstrations that academics study, 
Pride gives casual participants a central role and focuses on changing 
culture instead of state laws and policies. More so than other protests, 
Pride really belongs to the marchers and spectators that participate. 
While paid and volunteer organizers do tremendous work year- round 
to take care of the financial, legal, and organizational details of putting 
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on a large event, they give remarkably little direction about the events’ 
message or the behavior of participants.23 In New York City, for exam-
ple, any contingent that wishes is free to march as long as they commu-
nicate a positive message about queer sexuality and gender. Participants 
thus construct Pride’s messages, in contrast to the top- down list of de-
mands that is often issued by organizers of many protests. Additionally, 
while traditional protest marches often mark a clear boundary between 
marchers who are part of the movement and bystanders who are not, at 
Pride there is a remarkable blurring between the role of marcher and 
spectator. Participants may begin the day watching the parade, then join 
in when a group with which they are familiar marches by. Spectators will 
hold signs declaring their support or wear costumes as part of a joyful 
embrace of queerness. By studying Pride, then, we can learn more about 
the impact that participants can make in public demonstrations.

In my view, Pride parades are directed much more at changing cul-
ture than politics. They make only the vaguest demands for change in 
the political arena of laws and government- secured rights. To some, as 
I discuss below, this means that they are not protests at all but are bet-
ter thought of as community festivals. I argue that Pride parades are 
protests with a different target than traditional social movement dem-
onstrations. Rather than state laws and policies, Pride parades seek to 
change the heteronormative cultural meanings that render LGBT people 
symbolically inferior to heterosexuals. With their playful displays and 
festive atmosphere, Pride parades challenge us to think critically about 
what we deem a protest that aims for serious social change. To under-
stand the significance of these two aspects better, I turn now to what 
sociologists know about how to change the world.

How to Change the World

Boil it all down, and changing the world is about changing behavior. 
Environmentalists want individuals to reduce their use of fossil fuels, 
feminists want employers to pay women as much as men, and hippies 
want everyone to just mellow out. Each of these groups of activists 
(except maybe the hippies) creates a sustained social movement in order 
to effect behavioral change on both personal (micro) and institutional 
(macro) scales. They may enlist the government to pass a law mandating 
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equal pay that will legally compel employers to pay their female and 
male workers the same amount. Or they may sponsor “Bike to Work 
Day” to promote the benefits of leaving the gas- guzzling car at home 
and commuting with minimal environmental impact. The specific tactic 
that activists choose to deploy, as well as its overall success, is affected, 
some would even say determined, by the activists’ political, economic, 
and cultural circumstances.24 Pride is one kind of tactic, a cultural pro-
test, in which participants communicate myriad messages in an effort 
to make the world a better place by changing the way people treat their 
LGBT neighbors.

To effect large- scale behavioral change, most social movements have 
an ultimate goal, devise strategies to achieve this goal, and then stage 
collective action tactics in line with these strategies.25 Ultimate goals 
are the broad changes a movement would like to see, such as an end 
to nuclear weapons or the preservation of the nation’s forests. Strate-
gies are well thought- out plans of action, and tactics are what people 
do on the ground to carry out these plans. For instance, one goal of the 
labor movement is to improve working conditions for wage laborers. 
One strategy to achieve this goal is to increase laborers’ ability to deter-
mine these conditions through collective bargaining. Organized worker 
strikes are a tactic that the labor movement uses to force owners to rec-
ognize and bargain with collective labor unions.

Identity movements are those whose ultimate goal is cultural equality 
for a social group that is defined by a shared sense of self that is based on 
categories like race and ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation.26 Cul-
tural inequality is the pervasive idea that a group of people is inferior due 
to one of these shared identities. It is expressed when individuals treat 
members of this group unequally with or without an institutional stamp 
of approval from the state.27 On an interpersonal level, individuals may 
discriminate against their fellow citizens by denying them employment, 
housing, and consumer goods; or they may use personal slights, insults, 
and harassment that convey a group’s inferiority in the eyes of others. 
For same- sex couples, this can mean being fired after publicly revealing 
their relationship or having a local bakery refuse to bake their wedding 
cake. It may also mean having friends and neighbors deny their marital 
status and thus treat them as unequal to opposite- sex married couples. 
On an institutional level, the government may sanction unequal treat-
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ment by specifying different rights based on group membership. Many 
see laws prohibiting same- sex marriage as denying gays and lesbians the 
same rights and privileges of legal marriage that straight citizens enjoy.

Since unequal treatment by individuals comes in many forms and 
is shaped by social entities— the state, formal institutions, and private 
citizens— activists face a strategic dilemma. Should they pursue cul-
tural equality by trying to change the laws that define legal and illegal 
behavior— that is, go through the state— or by trying to change those 
cultural meanings and attitudes that guide our decisions about how to 
treat one another?28 Strategies pursued by feminist activists in the 1960s 
through the 1980s give us an example of this choice. One group, liberal 
feminists, worked for cultural equality primarily by fighting to change 
laws, while another, radical feminists, created alternative communities 
that promoted the cultural idea that women are truly equal (or even 
superior) to men.29 The first was a state- based strategy, rooted in the 
logic that the government holds tremendous power over individual lives 
and, with laws that support rather than undermine women’s equality, 
women would no longer be held back from achieving parity with men.30 
The second strategy bypassed the state with the logic that its power to 
affect cultural equality is limited.31 Instead, this strategy reached out to 
women (and men) directly to free them of the cultural idea that women 
are inferior to men. Through consciousness- raising groups and grass-
roots projects like feminist bookstores and domestic violence shelters, 
radical feminists tried to “be the change [they wished] to see in the 
world,” offering alternatives to challenge the ideas and institutions that 
encourage the inferior treatment of women.

Theorists of social movements debate these strategies. For them, the 
question is who in society has power over individual behavior, and thus, 
what social entities can lead the way to more equal treatment. Charles 
Tilly, Doug McAdam, and Sidney Tarrow, leading scholars of social 
movements, argued that in the modern state, the government holds 
more power over individuals than any other social entity, but also en-
ables social movements with the opportunity to pursue change.32 Demo-
cratic governments allow citizens to petition for change and guarantee 
their right to free assembly, giving social movements the motive, op-
portunity, and ability to seek social change through state action.33 Thus, 
liberal feminists campaigned for laws to insure that women and men 
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who work the same jobs are paid equally. With its power to regulate 
wages, the state can prohibit one way that women are treated as inferior. 
Under this framework, while cultural equality is the ultimate goal for 
identity movements, they pursue strategies to compel state action that 
will enforce equal treatment.

By contrast, theorists of new social movements and multi- institutional 
politics contend that, particularly in Western industrial countries, there 
are cultural spheres of social life that are at least partially independent 
from the state.34 The multi- institutional model asserts that power is 
located in many institutions, including education, business, religion, 
and the state.35 For instance, while same- sex couples could not legally 
marry in many states in the U.S. before 2015, they were recognized as 
married by many religious denominations and businesses. For multi- 
institutionalists, this recognition is a strong force that moves the needle 
towards LGBT cultural equality, even as state laws sometimes push in 
the other direction. New social movements theorists go one step further, 
arguing that culture has power over individuals in society even outside 
the work of formal institutions like religion. In this view, recognition 
of same- sex marriage by fellow citizens— attending a gay wedding for 
example, or using the language of “spouse” to refer to partners in gay 
couples— is also a force for cultural equality. Within these frameworks, 
social movements are not limited to state- centered strategies. They can 
pursue, and hopefully achieve, social change by starting with those 
individually- held attitudes or institutional policies that guide citizens’ 
treatment of one another. Collective behavior therefore does not have to 
target the state to be contentious.

Once they have decided on a strategy to achieve their goal, activists 
then employ tactics. These are discrete collective actions like marches, 
rallies, labor strikes, petitions, and letter- writing campaigns. Tactics may 
target the state, an institution like a corporation or university, or the 
broader culture. Recently, in my state of North Carolina, progressive 
activists have targeted the Republican- controlled state government with 
rallies at the General Assembly building in the state capitol to protest a 
host of new conservative laws. Protests like this, either as a march or a 
stationary rally, are the epitome of state- targeted tactics. Activists take 
to the streets en masse to show political power and demand attention. 
Their action communicates to politicians and to fellow citizens that their 
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cause is important enough to disrupt everyday life and that state action 
is supported by a significant constituency.36 In addition to this direct 
pressure, activists may see their message amplified by coverage in news 
media and, thus, bring indirect pressure on state actors.37 They will at-
tempt to frame their message in a way to maximize public support, as 
when North Carolina liberal activists called their protests “Moral Mon-
days” (they held rallies each Monday of the three- month long legislative 
session) to call attention to what they saw as the immorality of new state 
laws.38 In a democracy, public support is a powerful message that prom-
ises political consequences for lawmakers’ inaction.

Researchers consider a broader range of movement strategies to show 
how activists employ tactics to challenge the cultural underpinnings 
of individual behavior and demonstrate political power. While cam-
paigning to change a specific law, activists may use their identities in 
strategic ways to challenge the cultural meanings that underlay govern-
ment policies.39 For example, women activists with a group called “Go 
Topless” collectively march without shirts to protest both the legal and 
cultural prohibition on women baring their breasts in public.40 Simi-
larly, LGBT activists sometimes consciously emphasize their difference 
from heteronormative society— by dressing in drag or showing same- 
sex affection— when protesting laws that treat LGBT people differently 
than their straight counterparts (e.g., marriage laws). In doing so, they 
communicate political power through their presence and cultural power 
through their deliberate defiance of heteronormativity.

Most research continues to focus on state- directed strategies and tac-
tics, even as a large majority of the scholarship includes analyses of how 
these tactics also target non- state institutions and culture. But to some 
activists, the road to equality does not lead through the government and 
they pursue strategies and use tactics that bypass the state altogether. 
Labor activists, for example, may target corporations with work strikes 
and boycotts that apply economic pressure on corporations in order to 
force changes in the direction of economic equality. Similarly, marriage 
equality activists may stage public same- sex weddings to counter the 
cultural imagery equating marriage with a bride and a groom.41 In these 
examples, activists do not petition the government to change the laws 
that shape citizens’ behavior; instead, they primarily target other influ-
ences on this behavior, such as businesses or cultural images.42
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When tactics challenge culture, they engage in a rich symbolic con-
test over the meanings of cultural symbols, language, and codes of be-
havior. This may take the form of rejecting current symbols associated 
with a group or reinterpreting symbols of powerlessness with a message 
of power and action. In one example of rejection, feminist activists pro-
tested women’s cultural objectification at the 1968 Miss America pag-
eant by throwing “beauty aids” like bras, girdles, curlers, and makeup in 
a “freedom trashcan.”43 Without these tools of objectification, women 
were free to be seen and treated as full persons, not merely pretty images. 
In an example of reinterpretation, sociologist Joshua Gamson showed 
how the AIDS activist group ACT UP reclaimed the pink triangle.44 
This symbol was used by Nazis to mark homosexuals and thus, signified 
a dark and oppressive period in gay history. ACT UP transformed the 
pink triangle into a symbol of power and a call to action by using it to 
brand their advocacy work. They wrote the words “SILENCE=DEATH” 
on the pink triangle to call on gay men and lesbians to fight back against 
a horrific and stigmatized disease, instead of silently accepting death. 
By reinterpreting this cultural symbol, ACT UP challenged gays and 
straights alike to approach queer sexuality with respect rather than dis-
dain. Like ACT UP’s pink triangle and feminists’ “freedom trashcan,” 
cultural tactics seek to change culture by challenging current concep-
tions and offering alternative meanings.

The examples above are clearly contentious actions, aimed at seri-
ously trying to challenge a part of the existing social order. With their 
frequent playfulness and use of drama, though, sometimes it is unclear 
whether a cultural tactic is a contentious, social movement protest or 
a benign community celebration.45 Indeed, at first glance, many may 
view Pride parades as frivolous public parties, more like a Mardi Gras 
celebration than a march on Washington. To clarify the boundary be-
tween protest and uncontentious public event, sociologist Verta Taylor 
and her colleagues developed a framework of three criteria based on 
their studies of various LGBT movement tactics.46 Drawing from new 
social movements and multi- institutional politics, they understand 
power as diffuse in society and not limited to the state. This means that 
social movement tactics do not have to primarily target the state to be 
effective. For specific tactics, then, the first criterion is that they con-
test an existing social order— whether it is the order of the state, or the 
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order imposed by rigid cultural categories. For example, scholars Leila 
Rupp and Verta Taylor illustrate how drag performances contest the het-
eronormative gender binary by highlighting male bodies in feminine 
dress.47 The second criterion is that this contestation is intentional; it 
does not happen by accident while participants are pursuing other goals. 
A crucial part of the famous (but apocryphal) story of feminists burning 
their bras is that it was an intentional act to challenge restrictive femi-
nine beauty standards, not a convenient way to dispose of old bras.48 
Third, participants need to have a collective identity, or a shared sense 
of self that binds them together as a group. Social movements are about 
people working together for social change, so while we may occasion-
ally find ourselves walking in coordination with others around us, what 
makes it a protest march is that we act as a collective.49

A final part of explaining social change is to understand the peo-
ple involved in social movements. Activists can contribute to a cause 
in many ways— by leading organizations, donating money, articulating 
movement demands in writing, distributing literature, planning tactics, 
and participating in protests. A simple way to classify activists is to di-
vide them into two groups: “organizers” who devise strategies and plan 
tactics and “participants” who carry them out. Scholars tend to focus on 
organizers who spend a significant amount of their time on movement 
activity. These leaders debate strategies, weighing chances for success 
against resources required. When activist groups decide to carry out a 
protest that fits into their strategies, it is organizers who acquire permits, 
recruit speakers, issue demands, secure funding, and mobilize support-
ers.50 Essentially, organizers do a lot of the day- to- day work of social 
movements, and it is by and large this work that is the focus of existing 
scholarship.

When it comes to mass demonstration tactics, participants play an 
essential but understudied role. Protest marches and rallies require par-
ticipants to consciously break the intangible rules that govern their ev-
eryday lives— rules that tell them not to block traffic, not to raise one’s 
voice, indeed, not to complain about one’s lot in life.51 Once they take 
the step to attend a protest, most participants do much more than pas-
sively follow organizers’ plan for action. They chant, make signs that 
range from poignant to hilarious, and put on creative displays to express 
dissatisfaction and demand change. While organizers lay the founda-
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tion for a given protest, participants breathe life into it by bringing their 
creativity, their energy, and their passion for the cause. By studying an 
event like Pride from the point of view of participants rather than or-
ganizers, I hope to show a different understanding of protest tactics. 
Where organizers might regard a protest march as an opening move to 
let politicians know they’re paying attention, participants may see it as 
an essential way to voice their grievances. Similarly, while organizers 
may feel the need to articulate a clear, concrete target of a protest, par-
ticipants may chant against the harder- to- pinpoint cultural oppression 
that affects their daily lives.

Empirical work on tactics that bypass the state is still in its infancy, 
but Taylor’s framework gives us clear criteria with which to understand 
cultural tactics. Contestation, intentionality, and collective identity are 
all essential aspects of social movement tactics regardless of their target. 
Without a clearly visible target, sociologists particularly struggle with 
how activists protest culture. Atlanta’s Pride Band had a clear target 
when they turned up the volume and drowned out counter- protesters, 
but if the evangelical group had not been there, they would still be mak-
ing a statement. When they marched down the street, decked in rain-
bows and playing Lady Gaga, and when spectators cheered them on, 
the Pride Band and the parade in which they took part communicated a 
broader message— that queer identity is a thing to be celebrated rather 
than condemned. This book paints a fuller picture of this idea by ex-
plaining how Pride challenges established cultural meanings.

How to Change Culture

What exactly does it mean to challenge culture? The answer requires 
us to first define the concept of culture itself. “Culture” is the shared set 
of meanings we use to make sense of and act on the world.52 Culture 
includes the morals and norms that guide what we should and should 
not do, the symbols and language through which we communicate 
ideas, and the complex meanings with which we describe the relation-
ships between ideas. Meanings coalesce into cultural codes, which are 
the big ideas that guide how we understand and value features of our 
world.53 For instance, by defining heterosexuality as normal and desir-
able, the Western heteronormative cultural code interprets queerness as 
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abnormal. People have used the terms “gay,” “homosexual,” and “queer” 
to describe individuals whose primary romantic attraction and sexual 
behavior is with those of the same sex and often to communicate the 
moral judgment that these individuals are flawed. Their language and 
behavior have solidified cultural meanings that link homosexuality with 
social deviance by labeling it alternatively as sin, criminality, or mental 
illness.54 In a nutshell, culture is that part of the social world that makes 
connections between phenomena and interprets their meaning.

Culture stands in contrast with the state. In this context, I define the 
state as a formal political community with a centralized government that 
has the monopoly on the legitimate use of violence.55 In the U.S., the 
state is comprised of all three branches of federal government that make, 
enforce, and interpret our laws along with state and local governments 
and a host of institutions that the government controls such as public 
education and the military. The state is responsible for a great deal of the 
social order in our lives by defining legal and illegal behavior, regulating 
business and transportation, and, of course, by taxing our income, prop-
erty, and purchases. Effecting change in the state means altering its laws, 
regulations, and composition (by electing new leaders), while changing 
culture means replacing old meanings with new ones. The former is po-
litical change; the latter is cultural change.

Culture keeps us in line through its moral, not physical, force. As we 
internalize cultural meanings about the features of our social worlds, 
we are motivated to act in accordance with these interpretations.56 For 
instance, those who learn that women should be sexually conservative 
may chastise those who are not by shaming them with name- calling. 
Similarly, culture provides us with the language and symbols we use to 
communicate with one another.57 Those searching for a word to de-
scribe a woman who has many sexual partners will find no shortage of 
terms, virtually all of which communicate a negative judgment, such 
as the all- too- common “slut.” Meanwhile, the words used to describe 
men with similar behavior, such as “stud,” are much more positive. Thus, 
culture affects our actions both by shaping our internal beliefs and by 
providing the language, symbols, and codes of meaning that make cer-
tain actions possible.58

Since culture affects behavior internally and externally, we can say 
that it exists both in individual minds and in the world. In the mind, cul-
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ture is each individual’s internalized set of norms, values, attitudes, and 
views on the world.59 These internalized beliefs then motivate individual 
action, prompting us to treat our elders with greater respect, say, or to 
offer assistance more readily to someone of our own race than to some-
one we perceive as different. Individuals are socialized to believe some 
things and not others, but they can also change their minds with new in-
formation and experiences. One way to change behavior, then, is to start 
with culture in individual minds by persuading people to change their 
attitudes. When white people no longer believe that African Americans 
are inferior, for example, they will not treat them as such.

In another sense, culture resides in the world as explicit language, 
symbols, rituals, and meanings.60 These external meanings provide us 
with the tools to justify our actions, such as when a man uses readily 
available “slut” language to shame a woman. This sense of culture is the 
property of a collective; it is the set of agreed upon meanings that indi-
viduals use to communicate with one another.61 We as individuals are 
then constrained by our culture to a particular set of meanings, which 
we use to justify action. Since culture in the world is “out there” instead 
of “in here,” an individual cannot influence it on her own, and thus, 
persuasion is not an effective means of change. Rather than working to 
change the minds of individuals, a second way to change behavior is to 
offer new language, symbols, rituals, and cultural codes of meaning to 
challenge the old ones.

These two dimensions of culture cannot be fully separated. As an 
intangible set of meanings, culture cannot be pinned down and ap-
proached objectively. We make tangible cultural products for all to con-
sume, such as works of art and literature, but even these can only be 
fully grasped through subjective understanding. In fact, this difficulty in 
capturing meaning prompted the sociologist Robert Wuthnow to urge 
scholars to drop the project altogether and focus instead on observable 
features of cultural products, such as the common themes found in chil-
dren’s books.62 However, this approach necessarily limits us to a narrow 
range of research. The paradox of culture is that it is both subjective and 
social.63 That is, while meaning is understood in the individual mind, 
making it subjective, it operates between individuals, making it social. 
Speaking of culture as in the mind and in the world demystifies this 
paradox by specifying two ways that culture affects action— through in-
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ternal values and attitudes that motivate individuals to act and external 
codes of meaning that make certain actions more or less socially desir-
able. For activists concerned with changing the actions of many, this 
framework identifies places to start.

One option for activists is to start with culture in the mind and work 
their way out to culture in the world. With an inside- out model, activ-
ists target individuals with messages to persuade them to change their 
attitudes about a subject like homosexuality.64 They may argue from a 
scientific standpoint that homosexuality is innate, or publicize stories 
of committed long- term gay and lesbian couples to counter common 
perceptions about the nature of homosexuality. When people adopt new 
attitudes, they change their behavior to match these attitudes— by treat-
ing LGBT neighbors with greater respect, for example, or by speaking 
of homosexuality in more favorable terms. This change in culture in the 
mind then works out to cultural change in the world as new attitudes 
and behaviors reach a critical mass. As more and more people believe 
that homosexuality is a valid human variation, they develop new lan-
guage and symbols to communicate their beliefs, such as using “gay” as 
a positive descriptor rather than a synonym for “stupid.” Similarly, with 
critical mass, the behaviors of those motivated by changed attitudes will 
become the community norm so that neighbors sanction one another 
for the negative treatment of LGBT people. The new language, symbols, 
and behavioral norms signify a changed cultural meaning in the world 
to interpret homosexuality as a positive sexual expression.

The outside- in model takes the opposite approach. Activists start with 
culture in the world by challenging prevailing meanings and attempting 
to replace them with new ones.65 Here individuals are not the target of 
protest; activists do not attempt to change their attitudes. Instead, activ-
ists target the language, symbols, or behavioral norms that justify some 
actions while making others undesirable. The AIDS activist group ACT 
UP, for example, took this approach when it adopted the pink triangle 
as a symbol of power and action. Rather than targeting individuals’ atti-
tudes towards LGBT people, they targeted a collective symbol associated 
with the group. By reinterpreting this symbol of powerlessness under 
Nazi oppression to one of power in the face of adversity, ACT UP pro-
moted a new vision of what it means to be gay in the world. This new 
symbolic meaning then supports individual actions that are in line with 
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it, as LGBT people become inspired to stand up to inequality and oppo-
nents lose some of the justification to deny them equal treatment. With 
an initial cultural change in the world, individuals do not necessarily 
believe that they should act in a new way; instead they are compelled to 
because their old actions are no longer justifiable under the new mean-
ing. As they become accustomed to new symbols and behavioral norms, 
individuals will then internalize cultural meanings, resulting in changed 
cultural attitudes in the mind. Working on culture from the “outside in,” 
activists do not attempt to persuade individuals; rather, they target the 
meanings embedded in the language, symbols, and behavioral norms 
that buttress individual attitudes in the world.

In each model, activists disseminate new messages to challenge those 
in the dominant culture. For instance, feminists may recognize that both 
cultural codes of meaning in the world and individual cultural attitudes 
communicate that women are not as good at math and science as men. 
They will counter this by offering the message that women are, indeed, 
quite competent in these fields. This message may come in the form of 
arguments with comparative evidence of test scores, images of women 
scientists and mathematicians, or celebrations of the achievements of 
prominent women in these fields. The difference between the two mod-
els lies in the target of this messaging— that is, at whom (or what) ac-
tivists direct their message. When targeting individuals, activists will 
try to persuade others, while being sensitive to the concerns of those 
who are skeptical of their claims. The aim here is to reach individuals 
and change their minds about what women can do. By contrast, when 
targeting culture in the world, activists publicize new meanings hoping 
that they will catch on and supplant the old. Rather than attempting to 
convince individuals, they assert their preferred meanings in the world 
as truth, bypassing individual attitudes. Though the meanings in the 
form of symbols and dramatic displays may turn some individuals off, 
they offer a new interpretive possibility for use by the media, elites, and 
ordinary citizens.66 What activists do to change culture, then, is to cre-
ate and disseminate messages through various social movement tactics.

Like the literature on targeting culture with activism, research on how 
to enact cultural change is only just beginning. By using the concepts 
of inside- out and outside- in cultural change, we can learn more about 
what activists do and what tactics may be most effective. Looking at 
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the incident between the Atlanta Pride Band, spectators, and evangel-
ical counter- protesters, we see a model of changing culture from the 
outside- in. The band did not blast the chorus of Lady Gaga’s “Poker 
Face” in an attempt to persuade anyone— and certainly not the counter- 
protesters— that their negative assessments of LGBT people were wrong. 
If anything, this likely strengthened the evangelicals’ view that LGBT 
people seek pleasure over godliness. Through the band’s strategic display 
and spectators’ cheering stamp of approval, participants made a sharp 
symbolic contrast with counter- protesters’ condemnation. By turning 
up the volume on their celebration of LGBT identity, these Pride par-
ticipants challenged the meaning of queer sexuality and gender pro-
moted by counter- protesters and attempted to replace it with their own. 
If successful, members of the public would then associate “queerness” 
with celebration rather than condemnation. This cultural meaning in 
the world then works its way into the mind, transforming individual 
attitudes about LGBT people. This book investigates many more scenes 
at Pride parades across the country to determine both the target of par-
ticipants’ action and their strategic model to pursue change.

Let’s Not Forget That It’s Fun

For all the high- minded talk about changing the world, another thing 
is blaringly obvious about Pride parades: they are a hell of a lot of fun. 
When I saw the Atlanta Pride Band turn to face the evangelical protest-
ers and belt out Lady Gaga, I laughed and cheered along with the rest 
of the crowd. Remembering the scene still brings me joy. It is typical 
for LGBT people and straight allies to make Pride into a daylong event. 
Depending on how early the parade starts (most step- off around noon), 
friends will meet for brunch or a house party near the parade route. 
Afterwards, marchers and spectators alike continue the revelry at local 
bars or at festivals organized by the committees who put on the parade. 
Gay- friendly bars and clubs often host special Pride parties the nights 
before and after the parade, with drink specials, drag shows, and other 
entertainment. LGBT people and allies hang rainbow flags in front of 
their houses and greet one another with “Happy Pride.” Parades them-
selves are joyful as marchers and spectators cheer, dance, and show 
affection for one another.
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The fun of public demonstrations has two sides: one side faces out-
ward to the larger society as part of the events’ contentious message, 
while the other side faces inward to participants themselves as they grow 
closer to one other by having fun together.67 Dramatic play has long 
been a part of social movement tactics, from civil rights activists danc-
ing before riot police, to Yippies staging a mock political party conven-
tion in 1968 in which they nominated a pig for president, to anarchists 
in 2001 catapulting teddy bears over a fence at international trade ne-
gotiations.68 Each protest painted its opponent as absurd, using creative 
play to promote a new meaning of the situation at hand. The anarchists 
in 2001, for example, recast trade negotiators’ desire for privacy as an 
undemocratic prohibition on citizen input. By lobbing their “stuffed 
comrades” over the fence that separated protesters from government 
officials, their action dramatized the lengths negotiators went to avoid 
public comment on their proposed trade deal.69 Humor is one way that 
activists offer new meanings to replace the old ones that they have ren-
dered ridiculous.

A similar use of fun is to demonstrate a new way to be in the world. 
Cultural theorist Johan Huizinga wrote that when we play, we step out 
of reality to act out new ideas.70 Having fun in a new way— counter to 
one that is prescribed by society— can be a method to urge society to 
change.71 In this way, fun is prefigurative, meaning that it acts out the 
world that activists hope to make a reality. In this vein, the 1990s Lon-
don group Reclaim the Streets held large dance parties that blocked off 
city streets to highlight the importance of public spaces in which citizens 
can socialize, make connections, and have fun.72 Or the Critical Mass 
rides staged by bicyclists since 1992, in which hundreds of riders take 
over streets in major cities with the message that “We are not blocking 
traffic, we are traffic!”73 With both tactics, activists enacted their own 
vision of a good city— a place with numerous free public spaces or one 
where streets are safe for bicycles— and this vision contested the domi-
nant culture (in these cases, neoliberal trends toward privatization and 
increased use of cars). Fun is thus a way to convey a contentious mes-
sage, whether directed at the state that privatizes public space, institu-
tions like corporations who seek to buy that space, or cultural meanings 
in the world that value the automobile over the more environmentally- 
friendly bicycle.
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Such playful tactics can be controversial among activists. To some, 
play undermines the gravity of social movements’ claims. Rather than 
challenging the dominant order, critics charge that playful tactics in-
stead communicate frivolity, demonstrating to society that activists are 
merely having a good time and therefore, their demands are not to be 
taken seriously. According to some commentators, tactics like Critical 
Mass, Reclaim the Streets, and Pride are just sideshows to the “real” pro-
test of solemn actions, such as the iconic 1964 March on Washington. A 
few critics of anti- globalization “protestivals” like those of Reclaim the 
Streets even argue that playful protest actually reinforces the existing 
power structure by allowing a small, contained “safety valve,” in which 
citizens can express their frustrations and then return to their normal 
lives.74 As we will see throughout this book, fun has long been both a 
strength and a source of controversy for Pride as LGBT advocates con-
sider its place in pushing for meaningful social change.

The other side of fun is the way that sharing a good time brings peo-
ple together. During civic and religious holidays, we take a break from 
work to gather with family, friends, and neighbors. Sociologists under-
stand these special days as times to reestablish bonds and renew our 
commitment to community values.75 On the Fourth of July, for instance, 
Americans get together with backyard cookouts and fireworks, remem-
bering the importance of community and their shared commitment 
to the American ideals of freedom and equality.76 During other holi-
days, community values are reaffirmed more directly by, for example, 
expressing gratitude on Thanksgiving or remembering military service 
members on Memorial Day. During “tension management” holidays, 
the sense of community is reinforced by collectively breaking the cul-
tural norms that give order to our daily lives.77 Thus, on Halloween, 
the normal rules of what is proper are suspended: adults can dress up 
as cartoon characters, boys can wear make- up or dresses, and death be-
comes a source of frivolity.78 These holidays offer an opportunity to let 
off the tension that builds from regularly following social norms, leaving 
us recharged and able to recommit once the holiday is over.

Of course, in a diverse society, it is rare (if not impossible) for ev-
eryone to come together equally. Class, race, and gender inequalities 
allow some the privilege to have fun during holidays, while others are 
reminded of their subordination.79 While some middle- class men relax 
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with a game of football on Thanksgiving, for instance, the women of 
the house are expected to do the work of cooking the celebratory meal. 
Meanwhile, many working- class Americans are not even afforded the 
luxury of the national holiday— including, for example, the employees 
of retail chains who are called in to work to help prepare their stores for 
Black Friday sales. The LGBT community mirrors the larger population 
in its class, racial, and gender diversity, raising the question of whether 
Pride events bring people together across social categories or merely 
exacerbate existing divisions.

For those who are able join in, getting together to commemorate the 
past, to honor our heroes, or to simply have a good time is an emotional 
experience. We feel closer to one another by participating together in 
rituals. The classic sociological theorist Emile Durkheim called this “col-
lective effervescence,” or the heightened emotional state that comes from 
experiencing the same emotions together.80 Anyone who has attended 
a football game, political rally, or religious service can relate to the phe-
nomenon. It is certainly fun to cheer on your favorite sports team alone 
in front of the television, but it is exponentially more exciting to cheer 
them on with thousands of others in person at the stadium. As sociolo-
gist Randall Collins explains, rituals produce this emotional energy by 
drawing two or more people together with a shared focus of attention 
and mood.81 At a football game, then, fans direct their attention on the 
game being played while feeling elation or dejection, depending on how 
well their team is playing. They then feed off one another, producing 
more emotional energy. Collective effervescence is a positive experience 
even when the shared emotion is sadness at a funeral or anger at a po-
litical rally. This is because we each take a bit of the emotional energy 
produced by the collective whole, giving us confidence from knowing 
that we are connected with others.

Protest demonstrations include an element of collective efferves-
cence, which has the effect of binding together participants.82 More 
broadly, sociologists recognize that participants’ emotional experience is 
an important aspect of social movements— so much that one may even 
trace activists’ strategic decisions to their emotions of anger, shame, fear, 
or pride.83 However, with a focus on state- directed protest, most soci-
ologists have studied the solemn side of emotions in social movements: 
how outrage draws people to activism, for instance, or how activism ful-
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fills protesters’ emotional need to have an impact on the world.84 Even 
when the emotions are positive, like collective effervescence, they carry 
the weight of their larger purpose to change the world. Fun, by contrast, 
is marked by its lightness. The whole point of fun is to enjoy oneself sim-
ply for one’s own sake. In doing so, we throw off the normal constraints 
of society and lose ourselves in collective joy.85 At Pride, though, even 
fun serves a purpose.

In this book, I take fun seriously. I explore whether participants chal-
lenge cultural meanings when they have fun at Pride and whether they 
do this intentionally. I also address the possible tension between having 
fun as an inward- focused way to bond with others and relieve stress and 
having fun as an outward- focused direct challenge to the world. Sociolo-
gists often judge such internal community- building as separate from a 
movement’s external goal of social change, but at Pride, these seem to 
be one and the same. Throughout this book, I consider the role of fun 
at Pride parades, whether it adds to or even is the message of Pride, how 
it may hinder this message, and whether, for some participants, Pride is 
simply a party without larger significance.

The Research

When I tell people that I research Pride parades, their first question 
is often, “Have you been to the parade in San Francisco?” Some have 
attended the parade themselves and tell me it is quite grand, while I 
suspect that others presume that any study of LGBT Pride must include 
the city so well known for its thriving gay culture. I did not study San 
Francisco Pride, however, for the same reason that I did not research 
the parades in Boston, Los Angeles, Houston, or Miami: my focus is not 
solely on large, well- known parades. I am interested in the Pride phe-
nomenon across the country and this includes small parades far from 
big cities and medium- sized parades in regional hub cities. I wanted 
to know whether modest events in Fargo, North Dakota or Burlington, 
Vermont have anything in common with the grand spectacle of New 
York City Pride. To do that, I had to travel to parades of all sizes and in 
all parts of the country.

Before hitting the road, I delved into Pride’s history, focusing on its 
first six years. In a great stroke of luck, at New York City’s Pride parade 
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I met a man who had marched in the first- ever Pride event in 1970. He 
put me in contact with a few fellow pioneers, who then put me in contact 
with others, and through this snowball sampling, I was able to interview 
eleven participants from the 1970 Pride events in New York City and Los 
Angeles. To these interviews I added contemporary news reports and 
editorials from the Advocate, a leading gay periodical of the time that 
is still in publication today.86 I searched all issues of the Advocate from 
June 1969 through August 1975, pulling out articles that discussed the 
Stonewall riots and Pride parades. Through historical and sociological 
analyses of this time period in the LGBT movement, I constructed a 
narrative of how Pride became the phenomenon that it is today.

During the summer and fall of 2010, I attended six unique parades. 
First up in June was Salt Lake City, home of the conservative Mormon 
Church, followed by New York City, where today’s parade draws one 
million people. In July, I flew to San Diego and attended Pride in the 
eclectic Hillcrest neighborhood, then headed back east to Burlington, 
Vermont where same- sex marriage is legal and it seems that all forty- 
three thousand residents are gay- friendly. In August, I travelled to the 
small Midwestern hub of Fargo, North Dakota where I met one teenager 
who had driven an hour from his rural home so he could be around 
other LGBT people for a day. Finally in October when the Southern 
weather cooled down, I went to Pride in Atlanta, where the city itself has 
a large LGBT population but the state of Georgia is far from welcoming.

While not representative in a statistical sense, these six parades reflect 
the vast diversity of Pride parades across the country. When I began this 
project, I collected a list of all Pride parades in the U.S. along with infor-
mation on their size (number of marchers and participants) and years 
in existence. I added information about the demographics and cultural 
climate of parades’ host cities, including their racial and ethnic diversity, 
median income, same- sex marriage laws, and regional public opinions 
about homosexuality. I then selected one parade from five different size 
groups, plus New York City. I chose parades from different regions of 
the country with a diverse range of racial and ethnic populations, me-
dian incomes, and cultural climates.

In addition to historical work, this book is based on my ethno-
graphic fieldwork at these six parades, including interviews with fifty 
participants— marchers, spectators, sponsors, and volunteers— who I 
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met along the way. Like all ethnographies, I immersed myself in each 
event by talking with participants, watching as floats and marching con-
tingents went by, and walking along the parade route to experience each 
unique section. I arrived early as marchers prepared their displays and 
spectators attended house parties and I stayed until parades were over 
and the crowds dispersed. I noted interesting and amusing sights (from 
signs to t- shirts), songs, and chants from both Pride participants and 
counter- protesters. I recorded all these observations with audio field 
notes and candid pictures. When I returned home, I typed up notes 
along with my impressions of each parade and their connections to so-
ciological ideas of protest, social change, and culture. Unlike the subjects 
of most ethnographies, however, the phenomenon that I observe lasts 
for only a few hours. I discuss the challenges of this “ethnography of the 
ephemeral” in appendix A.87

Along with observing the sights and sounds of Pride parades, I inter-
viewed fifty participants. Research assistants canvassed crowds before, 
during, and after each parade and conducted brief surveys with par-
ticipants. They gathered contact information and simple demographics 
(age, race and ethnicity, gender identity, sexual orientation, income, and 
education) from marchers lining up, spectators watching, volunteers 
helping to keep the parades running smoothly, and sponsors attend-
ing as representatives of their companies. Following specific criteria, 
research assistants approached all different kinds of people— from glam 
drag queens and leather- clad lesbian motorcyclists, to more mainstream 
families with children and church members handing out water to pass-
ersby (for quotas, see appendix A). They did not approach counter- 
protesters who visually objected to the parades’ purpose and messages, 
focusing instead on those who supported Pride.

When I returned home from each parade, I called participants and 
interviewed them over the phone. They told me about their experi-
ences at Pride, why they went, who joined them in attendance, and what 
they thought about Pride parades in general. With these interviews I 
am able to tell the stories of those who attend Pride, some to have a 
fun but meaningful day out with friends, others for a rare chance to be 
among supportive and accepting LGBT people and allies, and most to 
proudly celebrate who they are. I am also able to show common themes 
in participants’ understandings of the Pride experience. Despite their 
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individual paths to Pride, participants emphasized its cultural messages 
of visibility, support, and celebration.

Plan of the Book

Pride Parades tells the story of Pride in two parts. In part 1, I describe 
how gays and lesbians established the event in the early 1970s as a parade 
to affirm gay identities. I start this story at the beginning: June 28, 1970, 
when roughly five thousand gays and lesbians (and surely a handful of 
straight allies) marched through the streets of Manhattan, West Hol-
lywood, and downtown Chicago in the first- ever Pride events. These 
events were a curious mix of protest march and parade— more fes-
tive than a typical protest, but with more contention than a standard 
parade— and marked the largest public gatherings of out gays and les-
bians in history.88 The first parades were so successful that immediately 
afterward, participants started planning for the following year. Through 
archival newspaper reports and personal interviews with participants 
at these first events, I show how the first parades initiated the model of 
protest that characterizes Pride today by targeting cultural, rather than 
political change.

After the new and exciting Pride events of 1970, the phenomenon 
grew in size and crystallized in form throughout the next five years. 
Pride organizers in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago balanced the 
interests of activists, entertainers, businesses, and unaffiliated gays and 
lesbians as more and more people participated in their events. Seeing 
successful Pride marches in these cities, community leaders in Boston, 
Atlanta, San Francisco, San Diego, Dallas, and Detroit held their own 
events. The new class of parades drew from the models of New York and 
Los Angeles while adding their own spin on Pride according to their 
specific goals and resources. Meanwhile, as the phenomenon grew, orga-
nizers and participants faced questions over representation, commercial 
influence, and frivolity—  issues that are still debated today. In chapter 2, 
I describe how Pride established itself in its first six years as an annual 
parade promoting visibility and acceptance of the gay and lesbian (and 
later bisexual and transgender) community.

In part 2, I fast- forward to 2010 and examine contemporary Pride 
parades. Pride today communicates messages about queer sexuality 
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and gender that run counter to the heteronormative code of meaning 
that privileges heterosexuality as natural and moral. Chapters 3 and 4 
describe the similarities and differences among contemporary Pride 
parades in my study. While varying greatly in size and local cultural 
climate, Pride parades share common messages that promote visibility, 
support, and celebration of LGBT identity. As a cultural protest, Pride 
parades deliver these new cultural meanings through both the words 
(signs and slogans) and actions (cheering, dancing, and staging such 
a parade) of participants. The promotion of these meanings signals a 
mainly outside- in, as opposed to an inside- out, model of cultural change. 
While pursuing a common model of cultural change, each parade pro-
motes visibility, support, and celebration using symbols and messages 
adapted to their local cultural contexts. Additionally, through their vari-
ation, Pride parades deal differently with three issues that began in the 
phenomenon’s early years. With still- unsettled debates, Pride parades 
wrestle with provocative displays, commercialization, and maintaining 
a sense of purpose amid the festivity.

Pride parades are not just about challenging cultural stigmatization; 
they are also about building the larger LGBT community. Parades bring 
the small, sometimes hidden LGBT segment of the population together 
both physically and emotionally— giving many a welcome reprieve from 
everyday hostile culture. In chapter 5, I show how Pride’s messages of 
visibility, celebration, and support work simultaneously to challenge ex-
ternal power and foster community.

I conclude this book by looking to the future of Pride. Over forty years 
since the first parades, the Pride phenomenon continues to grow. Every 
year, established parades grow larger and new parades are founded. 
Moreover, LGBT people are finding greater cultural acceptance as the 
stigmatization of homosexuality and gender transgression lessens. If the 
need for LGBT activism dissipates with this change in culture, will Pride 
parades become more like St. Patrick’s Day events— benign celebrations 
of caricatured identity— or will they continue to push boundaries? I an-
swer this question by looking to what Pride parades tell us about collec-
tive protest for cultural change.
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