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GAY AND LESBIAN POLITICAL
MOBILIZATION AND REGIME
RESPONSIVENESS IN
FOUR NEW YORK CITIES

DONALD B. ROSENTHAL
State University of New York at Buffalo

The increasing participation of lesbians and gay men in municipal politics is a product of the
convergence of several processes: the creation of a movement among individuals, most of whom
previously accepted collective invisibility; the mobilization of political resources by members
of the community; and the opening of opportunities for participation by local political regimes.
Here, the author examines how gay and lesbian community-building and political-mobilization
processes in four New York cities (Albany, Buffalo, Rochester, and Syracuse) meshed with
opportunities provided by local political regimes to encourage a greater voice for lesbians and
gay men in municipal politics.

Many obstacles exist to the political mobilization of lesbians and gay men
in the United States and to their full incorporation into political life. During
the past decade, they have achieved a measure of influence in some electoral
and governmental arenas,' but universal acceptance is far from assured,
especially in light of conservative successes in some places in defeating
proposals to protect lesbian and gay civil rights. Where political advancement
has occurred, it reflects the culmination of two interactive processes: the
construction of social communities that have taken on and effectively ad-
vanced political goals and receptivity to lesbian and gay demands by state
and local regimes. In this article, I examine how variations in community
mobilization and in regime receptivity have been associated with alterations
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in the participation of lesbians and gay men in municipal politics in four cities
in New York: Albany, Buffalo, Rochester, and Syracuse.

These processes have been little studied by political scientists for major
metropolitan centers” and even less examined for cities of the size examined
here.’ In this article, I first consider some of the problematics of construction
of gay and lesbian communities, including efforts to organize locally to
realize political goals. Then I examine lesbian and gay political mobilization
in light of recent thinking about urban social movements. In the third section,
I sketch patterns of interaction between local political regimes and commu-
nity mobilization in the four cities. In the conclusion, I review these interac-
tions and speculate about the prospects for future lesbian and gay efforts at
local political mobilization.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF GAY
AND LESBIAN COMMUNITIES

Conventional definitions of community build upon scholarly traditions
that emphasize either shared location or common value systems and experi-
ences into which individuals have been socialized, often since birth. To refer
to sexuality-based communities in either sense is problematic. Since the
publication of Janowitz’s (1952) seminal work, however, it has become
commonplace to treat urban locations as prospective communities of limited
liability. As Wellman and Leighton (1979, 365) suggested, contemporary
communities owe much to nonspatially defined “networks of interpersonal
ties (outside- of the household) which provide sociability and support to
members . . . and solidarity sentiments and activities.”

High residential density of lesbians and gay men, no doubt, contributes to
the construction and maintenance of sexuality-based communities. The Cas-
tro District in San Francisco, Greenwich Village in New York City, and other
“gay ghettoes” illustrate this point (Chauncey 1994, 224-67). They provide
numerous opportunities for social interaction. What is essential to the politi-
cal development of these communities, however, is the elaboration of inter-
personal networks that may or may not be locality based. Indeed, the present
argument is that the construction of community by lesbians and gay men has
depended as much or more upon the attachment of individuals to social
networks and intermediary groups of varying levels of formality as upon
residential proximity. These social ties may either substitute for or supple-
ment kinship or ethnic-religious identities. Such affiliations can be mobilized
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politically, on occasion, but that mobilization depends less on residential
closeness than on the effectiveness of coordinating mechanisms in drawing
together these informal networks.

Particularly where identifiable gay and lesbian residential areas are absent,
the growth of social networks has made use of free spaces (Fisher and Kling
1993, xvii), some of which are located in nonresidential areas. These include
same-gender spaces such as bars, where lesbians and gay men of different
classes, ethnicity, and status may come together to share social and sexual
interests. In addition to same-gender spaces, the social and political develop-
ment of the community has depended upon the creation of what might be
called free spaces in-common—places such as churches and community
centers in which gays and lesbians share social and political interests and
construct organizations that may accept and work with the many differences
that exist between those two populations and with bisexuals and transgen-
dered persons.

For the most part, scholars studying identity-based communities in the
United States have examined racially and ethnically defined populations (but
also see the gender-focused research reported in Garber and Turner 1995).
Although there is a temptation to universalize the experiences of marginal-
ized peoples, a closer examination of the literature suggests that as many
differences as similarities exist in the experiences of gays and lesbians. Some
similarity may lie in contemporary efforts to construct a Latino/Latina
identity out of diverse ethnic backgrounds (Hero 1992); that experience has
historical analogies in turn-of-the-century efforts to create ethnic communi-
ties out of persons with disparate historical experiences, such as the diverse
traditions that immigrants from different parts of newly created nations like
Italy brought to America (Nelli 1970).

Perhaps the sharpest contrast in the construction of distinct communities,
however, is between gays and lesbians and blacks. Although both populations
have experienced societal repression, the social choices available to the two
populations have been very different. Visibility and segmentation have been
two important differences. Blacks have suffered historical disabilities for
their skin color and the lower social status associated with it; for them, the
wounds of racial discrimination were only in part compensated for by bonds
of kinship, religion, and social structure. In the sense suggested by Ellison
(1947), however, blacks were invisible as individuals to the dominant society,
even as white society constructed negative stereotypes of the community that
effectively limited individual aspirations.
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The challenge of visibility for lesbians and gay men has been of a
dramatically different order. Most have chosen collective invisibility in the
past in return for individual opportunity. Only a very few economically,
professionally, or socially secure individuals were willing well into the 1960s
to proclaim and organize around same-gender sexual orientations.* The great
majority expressed those orientations (if they expressed them at all) within
a lesbian or gay underground in which sexual or social pleasures were sought
with only marginal concern for constructing a political community. The
suppression of visibility was perhaps greater in smaller, more conservative
cities, but even in larger metropolitan areas, there were many fears (loss of
employment or housing, embarrassment to one’s family, threats of physical
assault) that reduced any tendency to identify openly with a sexuality-based
community. A result of this suppressed visibility was difficulty building
organizations that would mediate with the larger society. However, informal
networks of friends and acquaintances were created and maintained that had
access to free spaces in which social and sexual interactions could take place
(Chauncey 1994; Kennedy and Davis 1993).

Segmentation refers to the diverse social structures and value patterns
within a population that inhibit the construction of a community whose
members share political goals. Although individual blacks have had different
experiences in terms of education, income, and social status, common expe-
riences with historical discrimination reinforced identification with others in
the population and the development of community-based social and political
identities.’ Divisions among lesbians and gay men include not only differ-
ences in education, income, and social status but also differences in race,
religion, ethnicity, and age that separate as much as they bind together.
Attitudinal and behavioral differences related to gender also constitute im-
portant obstacles to community building.

Despite these sources of social and psychological segmentation, in the last
20 years (and particularly the last decade), local gay and lesbian communities
have woven together many strands of mutual support. Out of these social
networks have grown a set of organizations at varying levels of formalization
that provide the means for expressing political interests. Although these
organizations are continually beset by conflicts, nonspatial communities of
limited liability have resulted. These are communities to which individuals
have chosen to belong and from which they could remove themselves with
relative ease. Indeed, they have some of the attributes of voluntary associa-
tions. Yet, for some lesbians and gay men, especially those who are most
active politically, community networks and social organizations provide a
means for the expression of personal identity and group affiliation that goes
well beyond the usual conception of secondary asscciations.
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THE PROBLEMATICS OF A
GAY AND LESBIAN MOVEMENT

Efforts have been made in the recent literature on social movements to
understand and describe the rise of new social movements, particularly in
Western Europe, where regional and ethnic demands have emerged alongside
demands from groups focused on women’s issues, gay and lesbian concerns,
and environmental problems (Kitschelt 1985; Tarrow 1988). For my imme-
diate purposes, it is more useful to draw upon the varying theoretical
emphases of McAdam (1982), Costain (1992), and Tarrow (1994), who
recognize the important interactive effects of resource mobilization by move-
ments and the circumstances under which existing political regimes open
opportunities to those movements.

As Costain (1992, 7) noted, in situations that favor resource mobilization
by movements, “entrepreneurial organizers are likely to play a leading role
in forming movements. These individuals often invest capital, which may
include material resources, raise funds, or even make use of something as
intangible as charisma in recruiting members.” Drawing on the work of
McGlen and O’Connor (1983), Costain (1992, 8) also cited the role that
“outside resources, a communication network linking the potential leaders of
the movement, and a sense of collective outrage” played in sparking the
women’s movement.

For these students of social movements, resource mobilization is only part
of the story, for it does not account either for the willingness of a regime “to
tolerate the movement’s appearance” (Costain 1992, 12) or, by extension, for
insurgent movements to be taken seriously. For that, one must look to what
McAdam (1982) and Costain (1992) called political process theory (and
Tarrow [1988, 1994], somewhat more narrowly, political opportunity struc-
tures) to provide a more complete understanding of the success or failure of
movements. As McAdam (1982, 59) characterized the key dimensions in-
volved, “It is the confluence of expanding political opportunities, indigenous
organizational strength, and the presence of certain shared cognitions within
the minority community that is held to facilitate movement emergence.”

McAdam (1982, 48) assigned an especially important role in the mobili-
zation process to what he called cognitive liberation, which he saw arising
out of “favorable shifts in political opportunities” that are “defined as such
by a large enough group of people to facilitate collective protest.” This shift
in cognitions makes it possible to mobilize resources and to take advantage
of political opportunities.

With respect to political opportunities, Tarrow (1988, 429; also see 1994,
86-89) specified some of the conditions that increase regime vulnerability to
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the demands of social movements: “the degree of openness or closure of the
polity . . . ; the stability or instability of political alignments . . . ; the pres-

ence or absence of allies and support groups . . . ; divisions within the elite
or its tolerance for protest . . . ; and the policy-making capacity of the
government.”

In this article, I address issues of both resource mobilization by local
lesbian and gay populations and the opportunities provided by local political
regimes. There have been important variations in the timing and quality of
resource mobilization among the four cities examined, as well as in regime
responsiveness. Questions of cognitive liberation are more troubling. Thus,
in studies of the emergence of the gay and lesbian movement since World
War 11, scholars have associated the rise of the movement with changes in
the structure of the U.S. economy and attendant acceleration in geographic
and occupational mobility. That mobility presumably made it easier for
lesbians and gay men to affiliate with one another and more difficult for
members of the larger society to sustain traditional social mores (Altman
1982; Cruickshank 1992; D’Emilio 1983).” What actually triggered the
movement is less clear. Whether it was the black civil rights movement, the
women’s movement, the particularities of the Stonewall riots in New York
City in 1969, the confluence of all of these, or the slow emergence over
decades of individual and collective resistance to societal mistreatment, some
gays and lesbians began to feel and to exhibit behaviors that reflected
cognitive liberation by the early 1970s that accelerated social and political
mobilization.

In keeping with the federal character of U.S. government and politics, the
political expression of lesbian and gay identity tended to focus on subnational
political arenas. Efforts to build and sustain national lesbian and gay organi-
zations met with limited success until the 1980s. Thus, despite occasional
marches on Washington, D.C., or recognition of lesbian and gay concerns in
national (mainly Democratic) party circles, such energy as has been tapped
by national visibility has been most effective politically when it fed back into
local or state politics.® Indeed, part of the ineffectiveness of national gay and
lesbian political organizations, at least until recently, resulted from their
inability to connect with local activists, particularly those outside major
metropolitan areas.

That is not to suggest that only a weak national movement has developed
but, rather, to argue that no national movement organization or set of organi-
zations directs that movement from some central headquarters.’ Rather, from
the outset, movement intellectuals (working through a variety of national and
local publications and other media) began even before the Stonewall riots to
work alongside activists based in major metropolitan centers—New York,
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San Francisco, Boston, Los Angeles—to develop community consciousness
and advance a minimum political agenda focused on achieving a relatively
conservative set of demands: ensuring protections against discrimination in
public accommodations, housing, and employment and, since the 1980s,
greater funding for AIDS-related research and services."

In the past decade, then, a broad national movement has emerged, a
movement composed of individuals embedded in local and supralocal social
networks who are working to ensure the civil rights of gays and lesbians. In
these efforts, they have been aided by families and friends who are not
lesbian, gay, or bisexual, as well as by coalition partners that include liberal
churches, pro-choice women, white-collar labor unions, some racial minority
leaders, and moderate-to-liberal politicians. Whether because of the nature
of the coalitions they have constructed or the moderate political attitudes with
which most locally based activists began, members of the movement have
sought to gain political influence through existing electoral and governmental
structures rather than associating themselves with demands for fundamental
changes in socioeconomic arrangements other than those directly affecting
lesbian and gay civil rights."

THE RESEARCH SITES

This article is the product of an ongoing project that has involved partici-
pant observation and lengthy open-ended interviews with approximately a
dozen activists or informed observers in each of the cities of Albany, Buffalo,
Rochester, and Syracuse during the period from 1989 to 1995. Informants
were identified through organizational positions or reputations. Interviews
explored in considerable detail the social and political evolution of local
lesbian and gay communities over the past 20 years; they were supplemented
by unpublished and published material, much of it from local gay and lesbian
publications.

The four cities are the largest in New York outside the New York City
metropolitan area. They are also sufficiently distant from one another (about
60 to 75 miles each) and from the New York City area to have developed
distinct social and political histories. The choice of cities also had the
advantage of holding constant the effects of state-level actions. Thus, during
much of the period under examination, the state had only one governor, Mario
Cuomo (1983-1994), who was an outspoken supporter of lesbian and gay
rights. Throughout these years, however, the state had a divided legislature:
a state assembly controlled by relatively liberal Democrats from the New
York City area and a conservative state senate run by suburban and upstate
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Republicans. The latter body consistently resisted efforts to pass legislation
to protect the rights of gays and lesbians.”> Thus, despite New York’s
reputation for liberalism, the state government’s position on gay and lesbian
civil rights has been less progressive than the nine states in which lesbian and
gay rights laws have been enacted."

The absence of state-level legislation reflects, in part, the ineffectiveness
of activists in organizing a statewide movement. Only in the last few years
have coordinated efforts been undertaken to sustain legislative lobbying in
Albany, the state capital, and to involve the community in raising money to
support candidates for local and state offices. For the purposes of this study,
these weaknesses in state-level political mobilization make it easier to treat
the four cities as relatively autonomous sites for studying community mobi-
lization and regime behaviors.

LOCAL REGIMES AND
THEIR POLITICAL CULTURES

To understand the political environments in which gay and lesbian com-
munities operate, one can draw on Easton’s (1965, 192) conceptualization of
political regime, which he defined as

relatively stable expectations . . . with regard to the range of matters that can
be handled politically, the rules or norms governing the way these matters are
processed, and the position of those through whom binding action may be taken
on these matters.

For Easton, a regime consists of three components: structures of authority,
which are formal electoral and governmental arrangements; values, which
“serve as broad limits with regard to what can be taken for granted in the
guidance of day-to-day policy without violating deep feelings of important
segments of the community” (p. 193); and norms, which “specify the kinds
of procedures that are expected and acceptable in the processing and imple-
mentation of demands” (p. 193).

Although I do not focus here on the procedural norms employed by local
political regimes to regulate access to and participation in decision making,
I do argue that local regimes reflect political values that incorporate “deep
feelings of important segments” of the local population. There has been
considerable questioning in the literature of the empirical basis for differen-
tiating subnational political cultures," but I believe that differences in value
systems exist not only in regional politics (Lieske 1993) but in local politics.
These values are reflected in the political choices that local regimes make.'¢
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That is not to say that local political cultures are so ingrained nor regime
arrangements so impervious to alteration that changes do not occur. On the
contrary, I demonstrate that important changes have taken place in arelatively
brief period in the way local regimes have come to treat their lesbian and gay
residents as a result of a combination of efforts made by gays and lesbians
themselves and factors that have made these local regimes more receptive to
lesbian and gay participation.

From the perspective of the mid-1980s, the four local regimes lay along
a continuum from openness to closure (Tarrow 1988, 429). At one extreme,
Rochester was a city in which citizens prided themselves on having an
essentially pluralistic political system in which liberal Democrats and mod-
erate Republicans historically valued citizen participation and accepted a
measure of social diversity at the same time that they favored middle-class
“good government” values. (Rochester was the only one of the four cities
that had tried council-manager government, although it had given it up in
1985 in favor of a return to the mayor-council system.) Historical figures like
Frederick Douglass and Susan B. Anthony, both of whom had lived in
Rochester, still were alive in the rhetoric of the city. The nature of this regime
made it easier for gays and lesbians to organize early and to participate in
ways unrealized at the time in the other three cities.

In contrast, Albany had a political regime that responded to only one of
two contending political cultures present in the city from the 1970s on. For
much of the twentieth century, the city government was run by one of the
most famous political machines in U.S. history (Erie 1988; Kennedy 1983;
Robinson 1977; Swanstrom and Ward 1987). That machine drew its principal
support from conservative Irish Catholics, many of whom were working class
in origin but whose children had ascended into the lower middle class by the
1950s. The machine made little effort to cultivate new bases of support even
as older voters left the city or died. It was very slow to welcome blacks, and
when it did so, the positions they achieved in electoral politics and govern-
ment were marginal to real power.

Alongside this closed political culture, a second one began to emerge in
the 1970s. It drew its support from middle-class migrants to Albany who
responded to a growth in state government employment that began in the
1960s under Governor Rockefeller and continued under Governors Carey
and Cuomo. These migrants filled the ranks of the state bureaucracy as well
as the professional services and businesses that catered to the area’s increas-
ingly middle-class population. The creation of a major campus of the State
University of New York in the 1960s (partly in the city and partly in the nearby
suburbs) also brought politically reformist middle-class faculty and students
into the metropolitan area, people whose values were markedly at odds with
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those of the machine. Because many faculty and other state government
employees settled in Albany’s rapidly growing suburbs, only a portion of this
more cosmopolitan culture was available to support challenges to the ma-
chine. As a result, well into the 1980s, local government remained closed to
liberal reform, as well as to the demands for greater political influence by
racial minorities.

Between the extremes of Rochester’s open regime and Albany’s closed
one lay Buffalo and Syracuse. The population in both cities was predomi-
nantly Catholic and working class. Both cities had declining economies, and
their elderly and poor populations were growing, although Syracuse was
somewhat better-off economically than Buffalo, for the latter had lost much
of its heavy industry base since the 1970s. Political leaders in both regimes
generally supported conservative social values, but their social conservatism
was balanced against economic positions reflective of the national Demo-
cratic party. That encouraged a few Democratic party leaders and candidates,
on occasion, to espouse relatively liberal positions on social issues, but they
did so with caution.

This mixture of economic liberalism and social conservatism was trans-
lated into political fragmentation in Buffalo. The embodiment of the more
conservative orientation was James (Jimmy) Griffin, who, as a maverick
populist Democrat, was first elected mayor in 1977. He remained in office
until 1993. Throughout his years as mayor, Griffin was in conflict with the
Erie County Democratic party organization, which was headed by a moderate
leadership that was in greater harmony with the national and state Democratic
party. (Griffin regularly received electoral support from the state of New
York’s Republican, Conservative, and Right-to-Life parties.) Griffin’s victo-
ries resulted, in part, from conflicts within the county Democratic organiza-
tion between the predominantly white leadership of the organization and an
electorally mobilized black population. Black leaders were able to generate
significant voting strength in black wards during municipal elections, but the
principal black faction (led by a state assemblyman) was not able to win
citywide offices on its own, nor was it able to effect an acceptable coalition
with the leaders of the county party.

Although Griffin regularly won reelection, he never controlled a majority
on the city council. At various times, blacks either held the balance of power
or were part of the majority on that body. As a result, a coalition of blacks
and white Democrats aligned with the county organization was able to pass
an antidiscrimination ordinance in 1984 designed to protect gay and lesbian
city employees, but the mayor refused to create the administrative mechanism
necessary to implement the ordinance.!’
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A different atmosphere prevailed in Syracuse, where Lee Alexander
occupied the mayor’s office for 16 years until his retirement in early 1986
(shortly before he was indicted and convicted on corruption charges). Despite
Alexander’s relatively liberal national reputation, including a term served as
head of the U.S. Conference of Mayors, neither he nor his two-term Demo-
cratic successor, Thomas Young, was particularly concerned with promoting
or even protecting the interests of the small number of blacks and Latinos/
Latinas in the city, much less those of gays and lesbians. Instead, much of the
emphasis of the regime was on physical redevelopment of the downtown area
and maintenance of a socially conservative regime. Politics was driven by
personality, and government was run by a set of insiders, whether they were
Democrats or Republicans.'® More than in the other cities, Republican
candidates were competitive in municipal elections. (In the other cities, the
election of a Republican to a city council seat—let alone to the mayor’s
office—was a rare event. In Syracuse, the party majority on the council has
moved back and forth over the past 20 years.)

LESBIAN AND GAY
RESOURCE MOBILIZATION

The creation of informal networks and more formal organizations by gays
and lesbians has two relatively distinguishable aspects: social mobilization,
which involves meeting the affiliational needs of community members, and
political mobilization, in which organizing and articulating the concerns of
the community to those in political authority is the focus."”

In the case of lesbians and gay men, interpersonal networks and more
formal social organizations have evolved in all four cities that serve the needs
of different population segments. These include religious groupings (some
affiliated with long-established denominations, others of more recent vintage
designed specifically to serve lesbians and gay men), corporate and public-
service employee organizations, professional associations, and innumerable
recreational groups from outdoor clubs and softball and bowling leagues to
book clubs, choruses, and theatrical groups. Many of the people in these
organizations are apolitical or antipolitical, but their participation contributes
to building community identity.

In contrast, the number of persons directly involved in political mobiliza-
tion is relatively small. Yet, a stratum of political activists has emerged with
connections into many of the social organizations. On occasion, they claim
to speak for the community, both when it is threatened by the actions or
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inactions of government (for example, when police are inattentive to crimes
against members of the community) and when lesbians and gay men advance
demands for more equitable treatment.

Supporting political mobilization are three types of resources: regular and
reliable means of communication within the community, venues that function
as free spaces providing opportunities for face-to-face interaction, and a set
of activists able and willing to nurture community organizations and convey
political demands to the local regime.

Community publications inform readers, particularly those not linked into
interpersonal networks or more formalized organizations, about what is
going on locally and regionally. They play an equally important role through
their advertising in indicating which businesses—whether gay owned or
not—welcome their patronage and which entertainments or meetings provide
occasions for members of the community to come together. (In addition to
print media, gays and lesbians in three of the four cities—Buffalo is the
exception—have regular access to radio or television to spread these
messages.”’)

Although bars have long served as free spaces where lesbians and gay men
could meet for social support or to initiate intimate relationships (Kennedy
and Davis 1993), the connection between bars and political mobilization is
a complex one. As Altman (1982, 21) wrote of the 1970s, albeit with some
exaggeration, “For homosexuals, bars and discos play the role performed for
other groups by family and church.” Social networks formed in bars have
contributed to the organizational evolution of the community through such
activities as the sponsorship of sports leagues or by providing a place where
funds could be raised to support community activities.?! At the same time,
for many customers, bars have been a means of escaping from a hostile world.
Indeed, it was in reaction to the negative aspects of bar life (including high
alcoholism rates) that efforts began in the 1970s to develop alternatives
like community centers, which would provide alcohol- and drug-free
environments.

Although the willingness of individuals to assume leadership roles is very
much a matter of individual psychology and personal choice, two factors
seem to strengthen inclinations toward activism: geographic mobility and
occupational consonance. In the first instance, many of those who became
leaders (particularly in the early years of local movements) were born or
brought up elsewhere. They came to the particular city for education or a job.
Without local ties, personal relationships and social networks filled important
places in their lives. Some helped to create new social organizations; others
became spokespersons for the community. Although local people were active
in the organizations that made up the social infrastructure of the community,
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they were less likely to assume leadership roles that required public visibility,
particularly if their families or long-term acquaintances or employers were
not aware of their sexual identities.

In the second instance, community leaders tended to hold jobs in organi-
zations that were relatively hospitable to their activism. These included
universities and colleges,?”? the state government (especially in Albany),
business enterprises with cosmopolitan orientations, and some law firms.
Another occupational category involved individuals who were self-employed
or worked in small businesses, although it did not appear that persons who
ran businesses serving the gay and lesbian community (bars, restaurants,
bookstores) played especially prominent political roles.

When these factors worked in concert, they helped to overcome commu-
nity segmentation. Not only were the resulting networks used to inform
individuals about the activities of the community, but they became vehicles
for promoting collective political action.

REGIME RESISTANCE TO
COMMUNITY MOBILIZATION

In its initial phases, gay and lesbian political mobilization was aimed
particularly at reducing regime repression, so that the instruments of the
governing regime (the police, the courts) were no longer used to punish or,
at a minimum, to constrain lesbian and gay behaviors.” Regime repression
was legitimated by dominant values that demeaned or silenced gays and
lesbians or kept them invisible. Part of early political mobilization efforts
also was directed at overcoming what might be termed regime exclusion. In
each of the cities, battles were fought on both counts before lesbians and gay
men could become full-fledged participants in political life.

In the case of gay men, more than lesbians, it was standard practice in the
1970s for local regimes to conduct police raids on meeting places (bars,
bathhouses, and cruising areas) and to arrest those found there, sometimes
on charges based on entrapment. Such actions largely disappeared from
Rochester before the end of the decade. In Albany, the city’s only gay
bathhouse was raided and closed in the early 1980s (even before AIDS
became a major concern). That city’s bar life remained largely unaffected;
however, informants suggest that payoffs to city officials may have been part
of the price of doing business.

Reflective of the level of repression that existed in Buffalo and Syracuse
in the late 1970s, legal cases arising from those two cities formed the basis
of the 1980 decision by the state’s highest court that struck down the state’s
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consensual sodomy law. When Buffalo’s police persisted in arresting men
allegedly loitering for the purpose of committing “deviant” sex, a local
activist brought a case that led to a decision in 1983 by the state’s highest
appellate court that also struck down the loitering law.

The latter half of the 1980s saw a decrease in acts of repression (although
they did not entirely disappear), but political authorities in Albany, Buffalo,
and Syracuse continued to exclude self-identified lesbians and gay men from
roles in political life. Exclusion was reinforced by verbal attacks by public
officials, including the mayor of Buffalo, who once characterized gay men
as “perverts, degenerates and queers” (“Griffin attacks gay community”
1983, 1), and by members of the Syracuse City Council. Exclusionary
attitudes were typified by the comments of Buffalo’s police commissioner
(“A qualified victory” 1983, 2) when the loitering law was declared uncon-
stitutional:

I think we have to read the Constitution and see if our forefathers meant to
protect the good guys or the bad guys. The things that are being legalized these
days would have been punished with the dunking stool or the iron boot when
that document was drafted.

RESOURCE MOBILIZATION
AND REGIME OPPORTUNITIES

In this section, I briefly sketch patterns of association between regime
behaviors and gay and lesbian political mobilization. One of the more
interesting features of these cases is how social mobilization proceeded (up
to a point) even in the presence of regime repression or exclusion. Once
granted a modicum of political recognition (either symbolic or substantive)
by local regimes, however, members of the community moved quickly to
enhance their participation in electoral politics and government.

ROCHESTER

Rochester’s lesbians and gay men have been the most fully and continu-
ously mobilized of the four populations over the past 20 years. The Gay
Alliance of the Genesee Valley (GAGV) has functioned as a coordinating
mechanism for community activities since its founding in 1973. It publishes
a newspaper, The Empty Closet, which is the oldest continuously published
gay and lesbian newspaper in New York. GAGV runs an annual picnic that
attracts 2,000 to 3,000 persons, including many nongay office holders and
candidates for office. For many years, it rented space where smaller meetings
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and social events were held; in 1990, the organization acquired its own
building, where it provides a range of support services and meeting spaces.

One of GAGV’s longtime affiliates is the Rochester Lesbian and Gay
Political Caucus (hereafter referred to as the Caucus), which circulates
questionnaires to candidates for office, evaluates their responses, and makes
endorsements. Although the Caucus is officially nonpartisan, many of its
members have been active in the Democratic party. The Caucus first became
involved in municipal elections in 1973, and members have worked in the
Democratic party structure ever since. By 1995, lesbians and gay men played
leading roles in several of the 29 party committees in the city and surrounding
Monroe County in which they worked for the extension of party support to
candidates who favored gay and lesbian rights.

After having worked within the Democratic party for nearly a decade, in
1983, one of the leaders of the Caucus ran unendorsed in the Democratic
primary for an at-large seat on the city council. He won a narrow victory in
that primary but went on to win easily in the general election, thereby
becoming the first openly gay elected official in New York. (He was elected
to his third term in 1993.)

Indicative of the general pattern of regime responsiveness to gay and
lesbian issues, the Rochester City Council passed an ordinance in April 1994
that initiated health benefits for the domestic partners of city employees (by
a vote of 7 to 2) and established a register of domestic partners for all city
residents (by a vote of 5 to 4). Of the members who voted against the register,
one, who received the Caucus’s endorsement in the previous election,
claimed that his opposition to the proposal was based on the ordinance’s
willingness to condone the inappropriate behaviors of unmarried heterosexuals.

ALBANY

Since 1974, Albany has had a community center run for much of that time
by a handful of gay men. The center was unattractive to lesbians, who came
to be more fully vested in a separate women’s center. Only in the last five
years have serious efforts been made to attract lesbians and a younger
generation of gay men to the center and to involve them in other activities
sponsored by the community council that runs the center, including publica-
tion of its monthly newsletter, which has become an increasingly important
medium of communication in the Albany area.

Albany’s lesbian and gay activists were welcomed by neither local major
party initially. In reaction, around 1980, activists created an independent
progressive Democratic organization, the Eleanor Roosevelt Democratic
Club (ERDC), which drew its main support from gays and lesbians but also
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appealed to younger, straight, middle-class professionals, who were moving
into a gentrifying area of the city. Only as warring factions surfaced within
the Democratic machine after 1989 did opportunities arise for lesbians and
gay men to become a factor in city politics. A major breakthrough occurred
in 1989 when a gay black man backed by the ERDC defeated a candidate
endorsed by the machine in the party primary for a seat on the city council.
Other reformers were elected to the council at the same time, although they
did not constitute a majority.

As aresult of these challenges, the two emerging factions in the machine
sought to expand their bases of support. Early in 1992, the incumbent mayor,
a leader of one faction, shifted from outspoken opposition to support of an
antidiscrimination ordinance designed to protect gays and lesbians. (Similar
measures had been introduced and defeated twice in the 1980s.) The ordi-
nance passed the council (by a vote of 8 to 6) later in the year. About the same
time, ERDC began to be welcomed at Democratic party events. Regime
openness to gays and lesbians accelerated in the municipal elections of 1993
when candidates associated with both factions sought ERDC support. The
mayoral candidate who received that endorsement defeated his party rival
easily; the new city council contained an even stronger representation of
persons supportive of lesbian and gay rights.

Emblematic of these shifts, at its 15th annual awards banquet held in
October 1993, the community council presented an award to the outgoing
mayor in recognition of his help in passing the ordinance. A number of
candidates for municipal office were present, including the gay member of
the city council and the candidate elected mayor the following month.

SYRACUSE

Social and political mobilization of lesbians and gay men in Syracuse
proceeded fitfully for nearly 15 years from the founding in the early 1970s
of the Gay Freedom League (GFL), which served consciousness-raising and
community-building functions. The GFL and successor organizations main-
tained telephone lines for information and support and published newsletters,
but as one informant recalled, “There really were just the same people—a
handful—putting on events.” Solidarity was also weakened by the develop-
ment of a set of organizations for lesbians separate from those for gay men.

The weaknesses of these organizations led some activists to join organi-
zations that were sympathetic to the community but were not specifically gay
or lesbian: the Syracuse chapter of the National Organization for Women, the
local Peace Council, liberal religious denominations. Also, of considerable
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importance in sustaining a measure of community identification and mobili-
zation during these years was the gay and lesbian energy focused on devel-
oping a local response to AIDS.

Not until 1988 was the Gay and Lesbian Alliance of Syracuse (GLAS)
formed. It was designed to serve the needs of both those who were politically
active and those whose interests focused more on socializing, but tensions
soon developed over these differences. By the end of the year, members with
a more political bent withdrew and created a local chapter of AIDS Coalition
to Unleash Power (ACT UP). Because the pool of activists in the area was
so small, for a time ACT UP took on a political role that went beyond
responding to the AIDS epidemic. The creation of GLAS and ACT UP was,
in turn, a reflection of activist stirrings among a younger generation of gays
and lesbians, who also participated in initiating a bimonthly newsletter in
June 1989. It quickly grew into a publication that advertised community
activities, carried news items, and provided a vehicle for the expression of
opinion.

In 1989, ACT UP assumed responsibility for organizing Gay and Lesbian
Pride events to be held in June. Members approached the mayor’s office about
issuing a proclamation to recognize their activities. The mayor rebuffed them.
The following year, organizers of the 1990 Gay and Lesbian Pride events
sought city council endorsement for a similar proclamation. That effort failed
after a verbal confrontation on the council floor involving members who
succeeded in gutting the contents of the proclamation.

Despite these experiences, activists prevailed on their greatest friend on
the council, the only black member, to introduce an ordinance in August 1990
prohibiting discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in employment,
housing, and public accommodations. A Fair Practices Committee was
formed to promote the ordinance, and visits were made to the city by the head
of the Governor’s Office of Lesbian and Gay Concerns and the deputy
executive director of the State Consumer Protection Board, a longtime leader
of the state’s lesbian and gay community. Considerable support was also
provided by religious, union, professional, and civil liberties groups. To the
surprise of many, the council passed the ordinance 5 to 4 on 1 October 1990,
with one favorable vote coming from a member of the Republican minority.
The mayor signed the ordinance with an expression of personal enthusiasm.**

After the vote, the Fair Practices Committee transformed itself into a
political organization modeled on Rochester’s Caucus. It was unsuccessful
in establishing itself as a major political force in the municipal elections of
1993, although the Democratic mayoral candidate welcomed its support. A
Republican mayor and city council majority were elected. Informants insist
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that neither passage of the ordinance nor the openness of the Democratic party
to gay and lesbian electoral support was a factor directly affecting the
outcome.”

BUFFALO

Even before the Stonewall riots in New York City, Buffalo was home to
a unit of the Mattachine Society,” an organization that sought to raise the
consciousness of gays and lesbians and to provide a supportive environment
for discussion of social and political issues and a mechanism for responding
to actions taken by local officials. In 1970, Mattachine established a commu-
nity newspaper, The Fifth Freedom and, in 1973, began to operate a telephone
line to provide information and peer counseling. It created a community
center in rented space, but that lasted only until 1976, when the center was
destroyed by fire.”’

At the time of its greatest influence, Mattachine claimed to have up to 300
members. Its decline in the late 1970s reflected the withdrawal of many
lesbians as the activities of separate women’s groups expanded, including the
publication of a newspaper and operation of a feminist bookstore.”® Some of
Mattachine’s decline also was linked to the emergence of a new group that
attracted mainly closeted men whose interests were nonpolitical.

Beginning in 1983, activist energies were focused on creating an AIDS
service organization and an organization to serve the social and psychological
needs of young people struggling with their sexual identities. Given a limited
reservoir of activists, Mattachine and The Fifth Freedom ceased operations
around 1984. Communications networks were sustained, however, by vari-
ous community-organized social events and by a series of newspapers that
appeared either briefly or irregularly. ’

Another cycle of local political mobilization followed the 1987 March on
‘Washington for Gay and Lesbian Rights, when a few activists, some of whom
had participated in the march, organized a meeting of representatives from
25 groups in March 1988 that led to the creation of a new coordinating
mechanism—the Gay and Lesbian Community Network. The network
gradually took on a set of social and political functions of its own, including
the organization of Gay Pride activities and the publication of a monthly
calendar that grew into a newsletter. By the following year, leaders claimed,
they had a mailing list of 900. The network sponsored community events,
including forums that addressed historical, social, and political issues of
interest to the community. The organization was wounded in 1992, however,
when one of its key leaders and her followers withdrew in a storm of
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controversy, but a rump group continued to publish the calendar and later
created a monthly newspaper.

Efforts at political mobilization were stimulated in 1993 when Mayor
Griffin decided not to stand for reelection and the Democratic party sought
to strengthen itself by reaching out both to blacks and to gays and lesbians.?”
Party leadership solicited support for its endorsed candidate and campaign
participation from the lesbian and gay community even before members of
the community were organized to take advantage of the new opportunities.
It was only after the election of the progay mayor that a few members of the
community came together to create an independent Stonewall Democratic
Club. Furthermore, members of that club constituted only a tiny fraction of
the community that participated vigorously within the Democratic party in
the 1994 state elections.”® Nonetheless, one of the leaders of the Stonewall
Democrats was appointed to the county Democratic party’s executive com-
mittee early in 1995.

The effect of such recognition was to encourage a decision by a lesbian
activist (not affiliated with the Stonewall Democrats) to run in the 1995
Democratic primary for an at-large seat on the city council. Although she did
not receive the endorsement of the party organization, she came in second in
amulticandidate primary and went on to win easily in the municipal elections
of November 1995.%!

MOBILIZATION AND THE
PROMISE OF PARTICIPATION

By the early 1970s, a small number of lesbians and gay men in the major
cities of upstate New York had reached a point at which they were no longer
willing to accept societal repression and social and political exclusion as their
inevitable fate if they publicly disclosed their sexual identities. To varying
degrees, they began to express their cognitive liberation by engaging in the
creation of social organizations and by beginning to engage with the political
order.

Local regimes responded to these efforts in different ways. In part, their
interactions with gay and lesbian populations were conditioned by local
political values. Rochester’s traditionally pluralistic, middle-class regime
acted earlier and more positively than the others to the rise of a relatively
well-organized community.*” In sharp contrast, Albany’s machine-dominated
regime ignored lesbian and gay demands until a growing middle-class
population supportive of gay and lesbian rights began to erode its electoral
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base. Divisions within the machine made it easier (after 1989) for new
political claimants, including gays and lesbians, to take advantage of the
opportunities provided by contending Democratic party leaders to gain
access to a reconstituted regime.

In keeping with Tarrow’s (1994, 85-89) formulations, one might have
expected conflicts within Buffalo’s political regime to have encouraged
efforts earlier by contending party factions to solicit the support of gays and
lesbians. In fact, sub-rosa access was afforded a few gay men and lesbians
by some candidates endorsed by the county Democratic party in the early
1980s and was reflected back to the community in the largely symbolic
ordinance passed by the city council in 1984 protecting municipal employees
against discrimination. For the most part, however, such relations were
cultivated privately rather than as part of an opening of opportunities to gays
and lesbians by the regime. So long as the homophobic mayor of Buffalo
remained in office, public officials associated with the county party organi-
zation were unprepared to work openly with gays and lesbians. This behavior
may have been reasonable to county party leaders in light of their continued
control of a majority of seats on the city council, most citywide offices (other
than the mayoralty), and the considerable electoral support they received in
conservative suburban areas. (Unlike the three other counties, Democrats
have controlled the Erie County Legislature and have held the position of
county executive continuously since 1987.)

The retirement of Mayor Griffin in 1993 marked a sharp break with the
past. It not only encouraged the open courting of gay and lesbian financial
support and votes by the endorsed (and ultimately victorious) Democratic
candidate but also reflected a regime shift toward greater openness generally
to minority groups (including blacks). That access encouraged political
mobilization by lesbians and gay men in subsequent elections: In the guber-
natorial election of 1994, they were visible participants in the unsuccessful
campaign for reelection of Governor Cuomo; in the municipal elections of
1995, they succeeded in electing a lesbian to an at-large seat on the city
council.

Finally, the regime in Syracuse for many years reflected values supportive
of the political status quo, including closure to those who were not part of
the existing regime. That regime included both Democrats and Republicans,
although Republicans were more outspoken in their homophobia. As in
Buffalo, a few candidates endorsed by the county Democratic party were
willing to reach out to lesbians and gay men in a quiet way for fund-raising
purposes from the 1980s on, but the regime continued to support the exclu-
sion of gays and lesbians from political participation generally. This exclu-
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sion both contributed to and depended upon the inability of lesbians and gay
men to overcome their own organizational weaknesses.

These weaknesses were apparent in the failure of the community to gain
even symbolic recognition from the regime in the form of a Gay and Lesbian
Pride proclamation as late as June 1990. Yet, a few months later, an ordinance
was passed (with support from the lame-duck mayor) that afforded some
protections to the community. In part, the effectiveness of lesbian and gay
leaders lay in mobilizing a coalition among diverse groups in support of the
measure and in attracting the support of the Cuomo administration. In part,
it reflected a softening of attitudes (and a shift in personnel) among Demo-
cratic members of the city council and the vote of one Republican member
of the council. As aresult of passage of the ordinance, lesbians and gay men
gained new access to the Democratic party during the municipal elections of
1993. Yet, the defeat of Democratic candidates in those elections and in the
state elections of 1994 stalled advances gays and lesbians might have made
in access to governmental decision making. Despite a more active conserva-
tive movement in Syracuse than in the other three metropolitan areas,
however, the antidiscrimination ordinance remains in place and continues to
legitimate and encourage further organization building by lesbians and gay
men.

In the pursuit of political influence in the four cities, gays and lesbians
have not sought to clarify their goals beyond the removal of discriminatory
practices and, more recently, the provision of domestic partnership benefits
to municipal employees (in Albany and Rochester). On many issues of
concern to gays and lesbians, actions would need to be taken in other political
arenas—arenas in which lesbians and gay men exercise less influence: school
boards® and county, state, and national governments.

The increasing participation of gay men and lesbians in local politics raises
many questions about the future direction of the movement, including its
prospects as a coalition partner for other groups. Although these questions
cannot be treated here, it should be noted that most of the leaders of the
movement in the four cities are white, middle-class professionals whose
principal goal has been the removal of discriminatory practices. Even under
the rules of earlier regimes, some gays and lesbians succeeded reasonably
well (although sometimes by hiding their sexual identities). It is unclear what
effects the attenuation of group exclusion will have on local movements. For,
although a few local gay and lesbian leaders have worked for the repre-
sentation of greater diversity within the movement and have sought to create
policy coalitions with other minorities and poor people, most gay and lesbian
activists in the four cities are moderate to conservative in their socioeconomic
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and political attitudes. Expectations by some writers (Fisher and Kling 1993)
that gays and lesbians might become part of a broader-based grassroots
movement for reform in the United States (except, perhaps, in the area of
health care) appear to be highly unrealistic.

Lesbians and gay men have achieved a measure of political inclusion in
the four regimes examined here. Given the militant homophobia of some
conservative leaders nationally and the mobilization of antigay and lesbian
attitudes by the Republican party, evidence of increasing participation in
these four local regimes helps to sustain the political self-confidence of
lesbians and gays both locally and elsewhere. Continuing contention between
movement and countermovement nationwide, however, leaves lesbians and
gay men a long way from needing to address a further question: What would
happen to gay and lesbian communities if the political demands they support
were actually achieved?

NOTES

1. Button, Rienzo, and Wald (1994, 3-4) reported that by mid-1993, 8 states, 98 cities, and
25 counties provided some form of legal protection to gays and lesbians. They also counted more
than 120 openly lesbian and gay local elected officials. Since then, a ninth state (Rhode Island)
has joined those providing such protections.

2. Studies of urban politics rarely mention gays and lesbians. The principal exceptions are
works on San Francisco (see Castells 1983; DeLeon 1992a, 1992b; Hartman 1984). The most
important study of that city’s gay and lesbian political mobilization, now nearly 15 years out of
date, remains Shilts’ (1982) journalistic account of the life and death of Harvey Milk, the city’s
first openly gay supervisor who emerged as a major figure in the national gay and lesbian
movement in the 1970s.

3. The 1990 populations of the four cities were as follows: Albany, 101,082; Buffalo,
328,123; Rochester, 231,636; and Syracuse, 163,860.

4. Some of these individuals and others less well-off financially, however, managed to carve
out relatively open lives on the fringes of the social structure in the “bohemias” of large
metropolitan areas.

5. Thus Wilson (1987) suggested that the opportunities for middle-class blacks to move out
of central-city neighborhoods beginning in the 1960s weakened community bonds. On socio-
economic divisions among blacks and the difficulties they experienced historically in mobilizing
for the exercise of greater influence in local politics and policy, see Frazier (1957), Pinderhughes
(1987), and Wilson (1960).

6. Kitschelt (1985) included gay and lesbian movements under new social movements that
“signal the emergence of a fundamentally new cleavage in modern societies that cannot be
captured by traditional Marxian class, pluralist and behavioralist analyses of social movements”
(p. 274). Yet, his description of the movement (along with women’s movements) as involving
“withdrawal into closed communities” (p. 281) does not apply to the American experience. His
characterization of the movement’s demands as secking greater “societal self-organization with
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more solidarity/compassion” (p. 281) also bears only a rhetorical relationship to the cases
observed here. In connection with the new-social-movements approach to understanding grass-
roots organizing, also see Fisher and Kling (1993).

7. Movements that reinforced social conservatism in the 1950s and early 1960s, like
McCarthyism and anticommunism, had profound effects in slowing the emergence of a gay and
lesbian movement. In that connection, see D’Emilio (1983).

8. Contrast the successes of subnational activism with the relative ineffectiveness of gays
and lesbians in organizing for the passage of national antidiscrimination laws or influencing the
course of the debate over inclusion of self-disclosed lesbians and gay men in the military.

9. McAdam (1982, 54) suggested that insurgent movements involve complex relations
between “established organizations of the aggrieved population” and those groups that sustain
an “ongoing protest campaign.” He argued that “more often than not, the actual leadership of
the burgeoning movement is supplied by ad hoc committees and loosely structured working
coalitions with ill-defined and often indirect connections to these established organizations.”

10. More recently, in some places, second-generation demands have emerged that include
recognition of various aspects of domestic partnership (including partner-shared adoptions) and
the introduction of lesbian- and gay-sensitive materials in the public schools.

11. Only a few lesbian or gay activists in the four cities invested any energy in building
coalitions with any group that advocated radical social and economic transformation in contem-
porary U.S. society.

12. At the same time, the legislature was reasonably generous in its support of state
expenditures on AIDS services and in the maintenance of strict confidentiality in AIDS-related
matters.

13. In 1983, shortly after coming into office, Governor Cuomo promulgated an executive
order that protected the rights of all persons employed by the state government, including
employees of the state university and college system, against discrimination on the basis of sexual
orientation. That policy was never enacted into law because of opposition in the state senate.
After considerable hesitation, George Pataki, the Republican governor elected in 1994, reaf-
firmed the executive order in April 1996.

14. My focus on the electoral and governmental behaviors of local political regimes contrasts
with that of Stone (1989, 6), who defined an “urban regime” as “the informal arrangements by
which public bodies and private interests function together in order to be able to make and carry
out governing decisions.” Stone raised important issues about the distribution of economic and
social power in U.S. cities that goes beyond the exercise of political authority by local electoral
and governing institutions of the kind examined here.

15. In urban politics, a debate over cultural variations in local political behaviors was
generated by the research of Wilson and Banfield (1964; see also Banfield and Wilson 1971).
After that research met with considerable criticism, efforts to distinguish among the political
cultures of local regimes were largely abandoned. For earlier comparative studies of local politics
that made some use of differences in political culture, see Agger, Goldrich, and Swanson (1964)
and Williams and Adrian (1963).

16. It can be argued that the various local culture wars discussed by Sharp (1996) illustrate
a working out of just such challenges to local regimes. The notion of culture-based political
conflicts in local politics is by no means new. See, for example, Coleman (1957) and Crain, Katz,
and Rosenthal (1969).

17. Allegedly, the ordinance was passed to win the support of lesbians and gay men in the
1985 municipal elections for the black city council president endorsed for mayor by the
Democratic party. Passage was also intended to embarrass Mayor Griffin, who was outspoken
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in his homophobia. Although the candidate endorsed by the party won the primary against
Griffin, he lost the general election, in part because of the disaffection of the independent black
faction, whose supporters abstained.

18. Characteristically, both parties’ candidates for mayor in 1993 had run for mayor before
and had served in government positions for more than 12 years each.

19. Although electoral and governmental institutions are generally the ones toward which
political mobilization is directed, that is not exclusively the case. A politically mobilized
community may be used, for example, to exert pressure on local businesses or not-for-profit
organizations to change their behaviors toward members of the community.

20. General-circulation daily newspapers have also increased their coverage in recent years
of lesbian and gay activities and of issues affecting the community. On the whole, such coverage
has been favorable to the community (in contrast to treatment by some neighborhood weeklies
and local radio talk programs) and has supported changes in regime behaviors.

21. For example, the principal AIDS organizations in each of the four cities did their initial
fund-raising in the bars. In this article, I consider gay and lesbian mobilization on AIDS only in
passing, but I have discussed these matters in detail elsewhere (see Rosenthal forthcoming).

22. Not only did institutions of postsecondary education in the four cities serve as places of
employment for a number of activist lesbians and gay men, but they also provided free spaces
for the development of lesbian and gay student organizations and for events open to the public
that contributed to social and political mobilization by the community.

23. On the use of repression against social movements, see Tarrow (1994, 92-96).

24. Several informants suggested that one reason the mayor refused to support the procla-
mation in 1989 was his upcoming campaign for reelection. In the 1989 municipal elections, city
voters placed term limits on mayors—the only one of the four cities to do so. By 1990, the mayor
was a lame duck.

25. Despite the partisan shift, the ordinance was left in place and then reinforced when a
Republican member of the council joined the Democrats in 1995 to create a new majority.

26. D’Emilio (1983) devoted some attention to the development of Mattachine in Los
Angeles in 1951 and its struggles for survival elsewhere. The Buffalo organization was founded
after the creation of units in Washington and New York City around 1961. There was little formal
connection among these similarly named organizations.

27. Early in 1982, activists reestablished a community center in a small rented space and
then, in 1984, purchased a house. By 1986, however, the doors of that facility were shut because
resources were insufficient to do vital repair work and even to sustain operating costs on a reliable
basis.

28. The newspaper and the bookstore both went out of business around 1992.

29. A few gay men (but almost no lesbians) worked quietly within the Democratic party or
with particular party-endorsed candidates over the years, but either they kept their sexual
identities publicly invisible or local media and opposition candidates chose not to publicize the
matter.

30. The Cuomo campaign organization worked closely with local lesbian and gay organiza-
tions throughout the state. Gay and lesbian mobilization was further stimulated by the emergence
of a lesbian candidate, Karen Burstein, for state attorney general (after a party primary in which
she defeated the party-endorsed candidate). In the end, both Cuomo and Burstein lost, although
she came marginally closer to defeating the Republican candidate than Cuomo did to beating
Pataki.

31. In early 1995, gays and lesbians gained leverage in Buffalo politics when a major split
occurred between the incumbent Democratic county executive and the county Democratic party
leader, who was an ally of the new mayor of Buffalo. That fissure resulted in a set of alliances
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in the subsequent county and municipal elections that saw the county executive’s emerging
electoral coalition provide support to the lesbian candidate.

32. Even in Rochester, gays and lesbians did not live in a totally conflict-free environment.
For example, from 1991 to 1994, city tax officials opposed granting the new community center
a property tax exemption based on its not-for-profit status. GAGYV sued the city in the state courts
and won a favorable ruling early in 1994.

33. Characteristically, Rochester has had the most gay-positive school board, and Syracuse
the least. The same reform movement that brought about changes in city government in Albany
began to open the city’s school system to ideas of greater diversity. Until recently, Buffalo’s
school board has been extremely conservative, but there has been a small shift in tone toward
moderation on issues like safer-sex education and cultural diversity, with the selection of less
conservative board members in the two most recent school board elections.
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