
CHOOSING SITES FOR APSA’S ANNUAL MEETINGS:  
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 

 
 
Why do many APSA members object to holding the 2012 meeting in Louisiana? 

Imagine this: while attending an APSA meeting, you are hospitalized due to an accident or 
emergent medical problem. Your worried spouse flies down immediately to be by your side and make 
the medical decisions that you cannot, only to be told by hospital staff that they do not recognize your 
relationship as a real marriage.  It hasn’t happened yet, but it could. 

In September of 2004, the state of Louisiana adopted a constitutional ban on same-sex marriage 
that also mandated that “A legal status identical or substantially similar to that of marriage for unmarried 
individuals shall not be valid or recognized. No official or court of the state of Louisiana shall recognize 
any marriage contracted in any other jurisdiction which is not the union of one man and one woman.” 
This constitutional provision puts individuals in same-sex partnerships in danger of not having their 
relational and familial rights respected if they travel to Louisiana.  

We oppose holding APSA’s annual meetings in locations covered by state constitutional 
provisions that ban marriage and the so-called “incidences of marriage” for same-sex couples. These 
extensive bans are both denigrating to committed same-sex partners and could potentially put them at 
risk. Their constitutional status makes them more difficult to change. 

 

But wouldn’t this policy rule out almost all meeting sites in the United States, including San Francisco, 
if California passes its anti-same-sex marriage measure? 

 Many states ban same-sex marriage by statute or through their constitutions (defense of marriage 
acts or DOMAs). Broader bans that prohibit civil unions and/or insist that state officials not recognize 
intimate, committed relationships between same-sex partners (super DOMAs) are not as common. 
Currently, the constitutions of nineteen states contain such bans: Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Idaho, 
Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Michigan, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, 
South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Virginia, and Wisconsin. 

 The same-sex marriage ban on the ballot in California would not prevent the state or its actors 
from respecting and recognizing committed same-sex partnerships; California will continue to offer its 
citizens the option of domestic partnership even if the anti-same-sex marriage amendment is adopted at 
the polls. Of the states currently with super DOMAs, only Louisiana and Georgia have been selected to 
host annual meetings over the last twenty years. 

 

Why are “super DOMA” amendments so bad? 

 More than other types of bans on same-sex marriage, super DOMAs communicate a specific 
message of denigration. They tell same-sex couples that not only is marriage off limits, but also any kind 
of loving and committed bond between same-sex individuals is not worthy of the state’s recognition and 
respect. And they write this message into their states’ constitutions to make it both more symbolically 
powerful and to prevent the states’ legislatures from changing the policy easily. 

 Practically, the legal impact of these broader bans is still uncertain. The Louisiana Supreme 
Court suggested in a footnote in a 2005 case that the state may still continue to recognize and enforce 
private contracts between same-sex individuals, even if these private contracts seem to approximate 
marriage. But the case did not directly ask whether the state is obligated to ignore same-sex couples’ 



efforts to assemble the legal protection of marriage through contract. It also did not address the question 
of how the state must handle visitors from other states who are married or have a valid civil union. 

Furthermore, litigation in other states with super 
DOMAs is troubling. Last spring, Michigan 
used its super DOMA to strip all partner 
employment benefits from non-married 
domestic partners of state and local government 
employees. A trial court judge in Ohio used 
Ohio’s super DOMA to throw out a prosecution 
for domestic violence, claiming that the victim 
could not rely on the criminal statute because 
she was not married to the perpetrator.  

 
LAMBDA’S LEGAL SAFETY SCALE 

 We just don’t know yet how Louisiana 
and other states with similar constitutional 
provisions will interpret them in practice. 

 

Isn’t this asking the APSA to use siting to make 
a political statement, which APSA is 
specifically forbidden to do? 

The APSA constitution states that the 
APSA “will not commit its members on 
questions of public policy nor take positions not 
immediately concerned with its direct purpose 
[to encourage the study of Political Science].” 
Nonetheless, over the years the APSA has 
recognized that enabling its members to attend 
the annual meeting must remain a high priority. 

After Illinois refused to ratify the ERA, 
APSA members at the annual business meeting 
voted to cancel APSA’s contract to hold the 
conference in Chicago. The conference was 
moved, and the Hilton, which had been slated to 
host the annual meeting, sued. (This resulted in 
a ten-year agreement with Hilton to host annual 
meetings afterward.) 

APSA was slated to go to San Francisco in 
2005, but the potential of a strike by hotel 
workers at one of the APSA hotels prompted the 
leadership to move the conference to 
Philadelphia for fear that services would be 
disrupted (and that many members would refuse 
to cross picket lines). This action was taken 
formally through the exercise of an escape 
clause in APSA’s contract, and the organization 
faced no financial repercussions. 
 

(Located at Lambda Legal’s website at 
http://data.lambdalegal.org/publications/downloads/fs_lambda-

legals-safety-scale.pdf. Accessed 8/20/2008.) 
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Since 1990, APSA’s contracts with host cities have included the following language: 
APSA has selected [name of city] as a site of its annual meeting in light of the city’s anti-discrimination 
record. APSA reserves the right of termination of this agreement, without penalty or liability, if the 
government of the city in which the hotel is located establishes or enforces laws that, in the estimation of 
APSA, abridges the civil rights of any APSA member on the basis of gender, race, color, national origin, 
sexual orientation, marital status, physical handicap, disability, or religion. 

 

Why do APSA members object to holding the conference in New Orleans, a place known for welcoming 
gay and lesbian tourists? 

 Tourism is different from an annual business meeting. Individuals are exercising free choice and 
expressing their tastes in booking vacations. Some of us might find trekking in the Himalayas 
stimulating and fun, while others would find it to be unreasonably dangerous.  

 The annual meeting is the association’s premiere formal location for networking, sharing 
research, discussing job prospects, and collaborating with scholars at other universities. Many members, 
ranging from senior scholars to graduate students contemplating the job market, see attendance at the 
annual meeting as a professional obligation. Members who feel denigrated or threatened by super 
DOMAs but nonetheless feel obligated to attend the annual meeting are placed in an impossible bind. 

 We believe that annual meetings should be held in locations that do not force any members to 
choose between professional advancement and dignity or safety. 

 

Does the siting policy adopted in June solve the problem? 

 The new policy states: “In locating its future meetings, APSA presumes that states with legal 
restrictions on rights afforded recognized same-sex unions and partnerships create an unwelcoming 
environment for our members in cities where we might meet. We would notify authorities at all levels 
that these conditions make it difficult for us to site our meeting in these states. APSA would closely 
examine practices on a case-by-case basis in cities within these states to assess whether demonstrated 
positive local practices or other Association goals warrant holding our conferences there.” 

 The language is positive, and could be used to protect the dignity and safety of same-sex 
families. But our understanding of the Council’s actions in June is that the first application of this policy 
resulted in keeping APSA 2012 in a location that raises serious questions. Perhaps the decision would 
have been different if the conference location had not already been chosen. Perhaps it would have been 
different had the city in question been any city other than New Orleans. Regardless, we do not know 
how this policy will work in practice. 

 We are particularly troubled by the suggestion that “other Association goals” may warrant 
holding a conference in a place that creates “an unwelcoming environment for our members.”     
 

Where can we go from here? 

 Addressing the 2012 conference and the new siting policy are related but separate issues. On 
2012, individuals have endorsed a range of responses. Some scholars will not attend a conference in 
New Orleans and are encouraging others not to attend. Some scholars will feel caught in the bind 
described above and will attend the conference for professional reasons despite their discomfort. Still 
other scholars will attend the conference but will push APSA and the organizers to use it as an 
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opportunity to explore the dynamics of inequality, state-based discrimination, and governmental 
incapacity along the axes of race, class, and sexuality. Some may seek an alternative location to 
highlight these issues. 

 We ask all of those engaged in the controversy over the 2012 meeting to continue to press for 
more recognition of the range of inequalities and discrimination that the site of New Orleans calls to our 
attention. Hopefully those who do not attend the conference will continue to press for greater focus on 
class-based and racial inequality. And likewise, hopefully those who do attend will call for more 
analysis of LGBT inequality and will ensure that the absence of many LGBT political scientists and 
their allies does not go unnoticed. 

 None of this, however, should distract us from the longer term issue of siting. As it stands now, 
APSA recognizes that broad bans on same-sex marriage raise serious concerns for many members and 
pledges to take these concerns into account. But we must hold the association accountable for 
implementing the policy thoughtfully and critically. 

 Finally, we hope that this discussion can provoke a broader debate within the association about 
its obligations to its members in selecting meeting sites. While this issue has come up with regard to 
same-sex couples and their families, it has the potential to touch many other members, particularly 
international members who may face travel restrictions, and other members who may face localized or 
state-based discrimination in some places where APSA may contemplate siting its annual meetings or 
the Teaching and Learning Conference. We look forward to working with the leadership and with other 
groups over the coming years to ensure that APSA’s meetings are consistently welcoming to APSA 
members.  
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