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Prologue
The process to complete this thesis (The Arts Involvement in Social and 

Political Issues: The Minnesota Arts Community and the Same-Sex Marriage 

Amendment) proved to be increasingly complex due to the timeframe of the 

research, writing, and editing of the paper. The reader will notice that the language 

of the paper appears to be written before the outcome of the vote to amend 

Minnesota’s state constitution. For the most part this is true, as the majority of 

writing occurred before November 6, 2012. Research occurred while the 

Minnesotans United for All Families campaign began to increase their presence in 

the amendment debate. Writing occurred while both opposing and supporting 

campaigns were in full swing. The changes made after the 2012 Election Day were 

the final edits to the thesis, along with writing the Epilogue.

What made writing this piece so interesting is that I was researching things 

as they happened. Instead of covering the marriage amendment topic in hindsight, I 

was constantly receiving new information, data, examples, and witnessing campaign 

strategies as they unfolded. Rather than edit the thesis to reflect the outcome of the 

vote, I decided to stay true to the perspective from which the thesis was written. 

That is, this thesis is presented from the viewpoint of someone who did not know 

what the outcome would be of the proposed marriage amendment to the state’s 

constitution.  

Truly, the outcome of the amendment should not affect the thesis. The arts 

do not have to be successful in every political effort to prove that it is worthwhile for 

them to be involved. While defeating the amendment would support my argument 

that the arts can play a powerful role in social or political issues, I believe that my 

research presents a strong argument regardless of the outcome. 
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Introduction 

Background  

Art can be everywhere, and it can be almost anything. Works of art can 

inspire, influence, enlighten, and enrage. The voice, brush stroke, written word, for 

example, have the power to send messages and promote thought in creative ways. 

Art can address social, personal, economical, historical, and political issues. While 

creating artwork that speaks to a certain subject or issue is important, is it possible 

that the arts community can apply their creativity to make a difference in social or 

political issues? Artists of all kinds have the ability to align their art with a larger 

message or cause, but should they?  

The arts, whether they concern the artist or the finished work itself, are not 

strangers to working on social causes. In the social and political realms, art can stir 

emotions, promote a viewpoint, and bring awareness to a cause. Involvement by the 

arts community in such issues does not necessarily equal success. Therefore, it is 

reasonable in each case to examine the involvement from the arts in social and 

political issues, and assess their impact on something outside of their immediate 

discipline. 

Supporting Same-Sex Marriage 

After conducting a survey focused on same-sex marriage, Gretchen Stiers 

concluded that the reasons people had for supporting same-sex marriage could be 

broken down into four different categories: legal, economic, emotional, and social 

(Stiers, 164). Reviewing these reasons is important because it helps to gain insight 

into the issues that supporters of same-sex marriage feel are crucial. The same logic 

can be applied to those opposing same-sex marriages, because the opposition can 

fall into the same four categories, only with different conclusions. 

Stiers found that many supporters of same-sex marriage considered 

legalizing marriage an issue of equality. Those responding positively to the survey 

felt that same-sex couples should be afforded the same legal right to marry as 

heterosexual couples. This idea is also the basis for much of the marriage debate. 
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Simply, each side promotes, shares, and argues their reasons for allowing same-sex 

marriage. Supporters will say that gay and lesbian relationships have every legal 

right to be equal to their heterosexual counterparts. The opposition, however, feels 

that gay and lesbian relationships are not equal to their heterosexual relationships. 

Whether supporting or opposing same-sex marriage, the issue of equality is 

typically the main concern of both proponents and opponents. 

The second category, economics, shares responses similar to those in the 

legal category. Classifying the respondent’s answers is not as important for this 

thesis as understanding the reasons many have for supporting same-sex marriage. 

Economically speaking, “the majority stated that lesbian and gay couples deserved 

the economic benefits of marriage; they should have the same privileges as married 

couples, such as access to a partner's health insurance, the right to make legal 

decisions for a partner, parental rights, immigration rights, and the right to inherit a 

spouse's property” (Stiers, 165). Those who oppose legalizing same-sex marriage 

address the same economic issues, only they maintain that same sex couples should 

not be granted those rights. 

A smaller number of respondents listed emotional and social reasons for 

supporting same-sex marriage. An example of an answer in the emotional category 

would be respondents who listed the importance of “commitment and connection” 

for same-sex couples (Stiers, 167). Respondents favoring same-sex marriage felt 

that by legalizing same-sex marriage the couples could have access to the same 

convictions and decisions that heterosexual couples have to show and strengthen 

their commitment to each other. Responses that lead back to other social reasons 

included the idea that legalizing same-sex marriage would help to socially 

“legitimize” same-sex relationships (Stiers, 167). 

Same-Sex Marriage in the United States 

When North Carolina voted for an amendment to ban same-sex marriage in 

May 2012, they became the thirtieth state to put forward and pass such an 

amendment. While North Carolina already has a law which bans same-sex marriage, 

“Republican lawmakers pushed an amendment out of concern that the law was in 
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danger of being struck down by judges” (Robertson). The amendment passed, 

despite opponents to the amendment spending almost twice the money raised by 

the campaign supporting the amendment (Robertson). Constitutional amendments 

across the country vary in their levels of what is included and what the state will 

recognize or ban. A small number of states ban many things (same-sex marriage, 

civil unions, and other contracts comparable to marriage between unmarried 

people) while the majority of states with a constitutional amendment ban marriage 

and civil unions, marriage only, or grant legislature authority to ban same-sex 

marriage (Hawaii). Currently, the only states to allow same-sex marriage are 

Massachusetts, Connecticut, Iowa, New Hampshire, New York and Vermont. A 

complete list of the thirty states with constitutional amendments banning same-sex 

marriage can be found in the appendix.  

Topic of this Thesis 

In May 2011, the Minnesota state Senate advanced a proposed constitutional 

amendment that would recognize marriage as only between a man and a woman. 

The proposed amendment will be voted on in the November 2012 election. 

Specifically, the voters will be asked to vote yes or no to the question: “Shall the 

Minnesota Constitution be amended to provide that only a union of one man and 

one woman shall be valid or recognized as marriage in Minnesota?” (Minnesotans 

United for all Families). Campaigns have been formed, and both sides of the issue 

are fighting for their beliefs all the way until Election Day. While so many people are 

becoming involved, it is important to take a step back and survey who exactly is 

getting involved and why.  

As many residents know, the arts are strongly supported, promoted, and 

loved in the state of Minnesota. The arts play a major role in Minnesota’s economy, 

tourism, and culture. We see this as a value in cities all over the state, with sixty 

percent of arts organizations located outside of the Twin Cities. With the arts being 

such an important part of Minnesota’s culture and identity, it is interesting to 

consider what issues the arts are involved in outside of their own discipline. Surely 

the arts can have more power and influence than creating and 
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displaying/performing works of art. It is because of this assumption that I have 

researched art’s role in the proposed marriage amendment on the ballot this 

November. 

If Minnesota defeats the marriage amendment, it will be the first state to do 

so. Regardless of the outcome, the arts will have become involved in both the 

supporting and opposing campaigns. For the purposes of this thesis, and due to the 

overwhelming pull of arts support to the Minnesota United for All Families 

campaign, I am focusing my research on campaigning to defeat the proposed 

marriage amendment. Do the arts even have an influence? Should the arts be 

involved in social issues? Just as important, how can the arts contribute? Certainly it 

must be more than designing catchy campaign posters. When examining the arts’ 

role in the political realm, I am considering artists, arts organizations, artwork 

created that relates to the subject or issue, as well as any stylistic contributions the 

arts can have toward the campaign (video, marketing materials such as posters, 

flyers, etc.).  

Proposition 

Although the proposed constitutional amendment to ban same-sex marriage 

is not directly related to the arts, artists and arts organizations can play a significant 

role in promoting, supporting, opposing, and bringing awareness to the issue. By 

reviewing the role of the arts in the marriage amendment, I intend to show that the 

arts can impact the outcome of social and political issues through support, artwork, 

fundraising, design, networking, and that it is important for artists and arts 

organizations to get involved in the political realm.  

Significance 

This amendment will be a much-debated item on the November 2012 ballot, 

and equal rights for same-sex couples can be described as the civil rights issue of 

our time. The fact that no other state has defeated an amendment to their 

constitution makes this an extremely significant issue for Minnesota as well as for 

the rest of the country watching. In a democracy, support (or opposition) from large 
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numbers of people can have an impact on the outcome of an issue. It is important to 

look at how group efforts can impact an issue in our own backyard. In Minnesota, it 

is undeniable that in sheer number the arts community has the power to make a 

difference. 

Not only does this research highlight a political issue currently being 

discussed for the state and country, but it also contributes to the arts themselves. 

Much is discussed about specific artists, art movements, and unique works of art. 

There is research lacking in the involvement of the arts in social issues. My 

argument is that it is important for the arts become involved in many areas in which 

their creative ranks can influence any number of disciplines. Art does not only have 

to be in self contained movements influenced by outside forces, but art can create a 

conversation that allows for the influence to move both ways. Documenting arts 

involvement in the proposed marriage amendment to Minnesota’s constitution 

contributes to the art discipline, to art supporters, and everyone involved. True, this 

is not the first time the arts have become involved in a social issue in Minnesota or 

the country, but it is a perfect platform to discuss ways the arts have been involved 

in the political realm, the potential for future involvement, and even to question if 

the arts can have any influence at all.  

Road Map 

To complete my research, I have broken my analysis into several chapters. 

The first is to examine how the arts have become involved in past social issues. More 

specifically, how they have been involved in social issues (nationwide) between 

1992 and 2012. Bringing the issue closer to home, I will look at how the arts have 

been involved in issues specific to Minnesota. After laying the foundation of how the 

arts community can, and have, become involved in the political and social realms, I 

will focus specifically on the marriage amendment in Minnesota. Focusing on the 

amendment, I will analyze individual artworks related to the amendment, as well as 

how artists and arts organizations are helping the campaign. I will also look at the 

stylistic choices the campaign, to determine how art can assist in sending targeted 
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messages. Finally, I will end my analysis by relating the issue of same-sex marriage 

and examples from previous chapters back to academic theory.  

The commitment the state of Minnesota has toward the arts is well known, 

but now the stage has been set for the arts to show its commitment to the state of 

Minnesota. 
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Chapter 1: Social Issues & the 
Arts 

 

To understand how the arts can contribute to a specific issue, such as 

Minnesota’s proposed marriage amendment, it is important to review how the arts 

have been involved in other social and political issues across the country. As a 

foundation for this present research, using past examples can show what has 

worked and not worked, as well as examining the variety of approaches the arts 

have used to address certain issues. Examining a variety of issues (gay marriage, 

war, terrorism, the economy, environment, and political campaigns) will shed light 

on the options the arts have for showing support or opposition to social and political 

issues. While these topics are only a small sampling of ways the arts have been 

involved in social issues, these examples will serve as a way to set the stage for the 

topic of the arts in Minnesota and eventually lead into a discussion of how the arts in 

Minnesota are fighting against the marriage amendment.  

Proposition 8: Exploring Issues through Theater 

Same-sex marriage is an issue that the arts are addressing across the United 

States. A well-publicized and debated example of this was the introduction of 

Proposition 8 in California. In 2008, this amendment to the California Constitution 

was passed by a vote of 52 percent to 48 percent and recognized all marriages as 

being between a man and a woman. Campaigns for both sides of the issue were 

going strong leading up to the November 2008 Election Day, and the arts played a 

role in supporting their views on the issue.  

One way the arts addressed Proposition 8 was through stage productions. 

Especially publicized were the productions that included celebrity actors, readers, 

or supporters. An example of this type of stage production was the play “8” which 

was written by Academy-award winning screenwriter Dustin Lance Black. The 

website for “8” describes the play as a view into the debate surrounding same-sex 

marriage and allows the audience to “see the human cost of discrimination.” The 

play highlighted the arguments from both sides of the debate through actual court 
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transcripts from Perry v. Schwarzenegger, observations in the courtroom, and 

through first-hand interviews.  Contributing to the importance of this work, the trial 

was not telecasted as originally planned.  Although several organizations such as 

The Advocate and the National Center for Lesbian Rights still gave updates through 

social networking websites, “8” allowed the audience to have a connection with the 

trial in a way they were unable to have while the trial was in progress. Participating 

in the Broadway premiere of “8,” actor Bradley Whitford said: 

I can’t believe with all the problems that we are facing in this country that we 

are still having an argument of whether or not two people should [be able to] 

commit to each other. They [the Prop. 8 Proponents] have tried to suppress 

the film of these court proceedings and this is a way to get the word out on 

exactly what was said. 

That quote, highlighted on the website for “8”, describes why some people in the 

arts felt the need to become involved in the larger debate on same-sex marriage.  

By using Broadway as an artistic vehicle for addressing the issue, the arts 

were able to share their message with groups of people from around the country. 

The play “8” addressed a specific political trial as well as a specific social issue and 

toured across the country spreading the message of equal rights for same-sex 

couples. Adding celebrities to the Broadway show allowed for increased publicity of 

the work. Celebrities contributing to the play included George Clooney, Martin 

Sheen, Kevin Bacon, Brad Pitt, Morgan Freeman, John C. Reilly, Matthew Morrison, 

Jane Lynch, Jesse Tyler Ferguson, Jamie Lee Curtis, Jane Lynch, George Takei and 

more. Each celebrity brought added press for the production, and with so many 

actors participating in the Broadway play the performances were well covered by 

the press.  

September 11th: Artists React to National Tragedy  

An overview of the role the arts can have in social and political issues would 

not be complete without addressing war. Reactions from the arts when it comes to 

war is a vast topic, so to concentrate the issue on a more specific level, I think it is 

helpful to look at how the arts reacted to the terrorist acts on September 11, 2001. 



 

10 
 

Reactions to September 11th do not directly address war, but I think terrorism is a 

related topic and provides examples important to my research. While this is only a 

very small piece of what the arts have done with the topic of terrorism, it showcases 

important topics such as how far is ‘too far’ in art related to war and terrorism, how 

the arts can showcase skepticism and doubt, and also the ways that art can heal 

after a tragedy occurs.  

Artwork related to September 11th can be complicated and emotional to say 

the least. For photographers on the scene, there is tension between documenting the 

events as they unfold, while at the same time remembering the artistic aspects of 

their photographs such as composition. Adding to the complexity of images related 

to events that day is the consideration for the people involved and avoiding any 

exploitation of families of victims and the victims themselves. Documenting 

terrorism and war in art leads to a variety of pieces, each of which contains its own 

level of emotion and intensity. It is because of this tension and the potential for 

emotional reactions to tragedy that sometimes art connected to these events or 

issues can be viewed by some as ‘going too far.’  

Many people had that same thought when a street artist named Zevs created 

a work only visible by black light. While this does not seem newsworthy, the 

controversy arose from the subject matter of Zevs work. The work is housed in “the 

actual room that the convicted 9/11 terrorists stayed in before their infamous 

attack (Room 233, Comfort Inn on 90 Maine Mall Road in South Portland, Maine)” 

(Vartanian).  While this work may have been created to spark interest in Zevs, the 

artist, and create a buzz or publicity, what it actually did was harm the artist. Hrag 

Vartanian, the author of an article for Hyperallergic.com gives the artist and artwork 

a frank review, saying: 

The image itself is cartoonish and unreal. It almost feels like a caricature. In 

an age where artists, particularly street artists, are angling to stand out from 

the crowd this seems in poor taste and only supports the image of street 

artists as opportunistic self-promoters. He isn’t using the language of the 

tragedy, nothing here is familiar as being from the events. Sure, this may be a 
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version of conceptual street art but that doesn’t mean it’s any good, just 

controversial.  

This artwork by Zevs gives evidence of the different types of ways artists can engage 

in political and social issues. While some artists may reflect on the loss of life, or 

their view on ending the war, some artists may be primarily interested in the shock 

value associated with the topic.  

 Whereas some artists may be intentionally trying to spark controversy, some 

artists unintentionally attracted negative responses from their September 11th 

artworks. Trying to respond to the helplessness of watching people jump from the 

towers, Eric Fischl created “Tumbling Woman” as a piece of public art to be 

displayed in Rockefeller Center. The work was accompanied by a short poem by the 

artist, but still had to be “first veiled and then removed from Rockefeller Center after 

complaints” (Davis).  Fischl released a statement ensuring that he meant no harm, 

but the subject matter was too shocking and hurtful in some people’s minds to allow 

the piece of art to remain out for the public to view. “Tumbling Woman” shows that 

even if artists are willing to put their response to social issues on public display, the 

public may not be ready to receive it.  

In contrast to all of the above options, artists could use this topic to highlight 

their mistrust in the events that occurred. More specifically with the September 11th 

attacks, some artists have banded together in a group they call “Artists for 9-11 

Truth.” The website was formed in support of the “Truth Movement,” a movement 

trying to show that the mainstream story of how the attacks of September 11th 

unfolded are false, merely serving as a part of larger cover-up by insiders, and those 

involved in the movement call for a full criminal investigation surrounding the 

events. While I will not go into much detail of what the Truth Movement is, I think it 

is crucial to look at the artwork made in response to questioning the motives, 

secrets, and potential cover-ups that many artists feel happened, and are still 

happening to this day. Questioning public leaders and promoting alternative views 

are all ways the arts can become involved in social issues.  

Art can also heal. Since the day of the attacks, artists around the country have 

searched for ways to memorialize the lives lost and pay respect to the healing the 
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families and the country have gone through. A well-known example of artwork 

memorializing September 11th is the “Tribute in Light” that shines two pillars of 

white light into the sky near Ground Zero. While the “Tribute in Light” is widely 

considered as a successful attempt at memorializing the events that day, it still was 

not without its controversies.  Ben Davis writes for ARTINFO that:  

It is all the more significant, then, that it too has had to contend with the 

strong emotions stirred by the tragedy. The project was originally to be 

named "Towers in Light." This name, however, had to be changed after 

families of those who lost their lives in the attack objected that the title 

focused on the loss of the building rather than the people in it.  

September 11th artwork has also allowed artists to create artwork concerning peace, 

heroes from that day, and feelings of national pride. Ultimately, for the purposes of 

this thesis, artwork related to September 11, 2001 documents the variety of 

emotions, motives, and receptions to artwork that addresses a social issue in the 

United States. The one thing that joins all of these artworks together is that each 

artist was responding to a specific social (and often political) event.  

Using the Arts to Conceptualize an Economic Crisis  

Frequently on the minds of many Americans, the issue of the United States’ 

troubling economy has also been a focus in the arts. Many people struggle with 

overcoming their economic hardship, unemployment, and fear that the economy 

will never recover. Economics and the arts are not typically two disciplines coupled 

together… which is exactly why I think it is important to cover this interdisciplinary 

collaboration. The economy can have an effect on the arts just as politics can impact 

the arts. It is time to reverse this equation and see how the arts can impact issues 

surrounding the economy as well as issues in the political realm.  

Andreas Nicolas Fischer uses the “visualization of data” to create his artwork 

(Rampell). Using data on topics such as the world’s gross domestic product, Fischer 

creates three-dimensional pieces that demonstrate this data. Fischer’s artwork 

shows that the arts can bring complicated statistics related to economics and make 

them accessible to the arts community in a visual language that art audiences 
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understand. I consider Fischer to be a medium between the discipline of economics 

and the arts. While there are certainly artists, arts administrators, and arts 

supporter seeking out information regarding the economy on their own, Fischer’s 

work provides an example of ways to bring awareness to current topics in 

economics and showcases them in an artistic manner.  

Stemming from the larger Occupy Wall Street movement, Occupy Museums 

was constructed to address “economic injustice in institutions of art and culture” 

(Occupy Museums). Assembling to protest on the steps of local museums in New 

York City, the Occupy Museums group organized under the belief that museums 

have failed the public, history, and culture. Working against the wealthiest 1% of the 

United States population, the Occupy Museums movement feels that art institutions 

are failing the other 99% of the population by selling out “to the highest bidder” 

(Occupy Museums). The goal of Occupy Museums is to “kick the addiction 

to obscene wealth that characterizes the American and international art world 

today” (Occupy Museums). Similar to groups of artists that formed after September 

11th in support of a certain set of ideals, the Occupy Museums movement shows that 

the arts can assemble when they believe they are fighting for a larger cause, and in 

this case the future of the arts though museum administration and management.  

 Artists Illuminate and Fundraise for Environmental Causes  

Along with the economic troubles that artists are using for inspiration, there 

is another issue that is continuing to be in the spotlight in the United States: the 

environment. Similarly to addressing same-sex marriage, terrorism, politics, and the 

economy, creating artwork that addresses global warming and other environmental 

concerns helps to bring awareness to the issues artists find important. Another 

bonus to addressing environmental topics is that the artist or arts organization 

could be exposing these topics to a new audience. This idea is echoed on the 

EnvironmentalArt.com website, noting “the more accessible art forms could act as 

‘gateway’ art to bring in the general public and introduce them to the more 

conceptual or intellectualized installations and site specific educational pieces” 

(EnvironmentalArt.org).   
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Fundraising is one way artists can support the environmental issues they 

care most about. Introducing a fundraising component to their artistic efforts allows 

the artist to address an issue, sell artwork, and also instantly support their position 

on the issue.   Nature photographers use a fundraising strategy regularly through 

partnerships with organizations such as “Images for Conservation Fund” and “The 

North American Nature Photography Association.” Images for Conservation Fund 

raises money through photography competitions and “provides economic incentives 

for private-land owners to conserve and enhance wildlife habitat” (Images for 

Conservation Fund). Acknowledging the business potential of nature photography, 

organizations and artists have found a way to come together and use their talent to 

help educate and fund conservation efforts important to them. Artists becoming 

involved in social issues does not always have to occur independently. Sometimes it 

creates the most impact when the arts and other organizations combine their 

efforts.  

Nature photographers are not the only artists using fundraising as a 

powerful tool to further environmental conservation. Musicians are another group 

embracing the potential to fundraise through the sale of their work. In 2011, several 

musicians and musical groups signed on with Patagonia, an apparel company that is 

incorporating fundraising with music downloads. Creating an exclusive track list, 

consumers that buy music on that list will have the net proceeds of their purchase 

donated to an environmental cause of the artists choosing. Patagonia fully 

understands the potential of reaching a new audience using figures from popular 

culture to endorse environmental issues. Yvon Chouinard, founder of Patagonia, 

stated that it is her hope that “fans see their favorite artists supporting the 

environment and want to get involved themselves” (Jazz Times). Aside from the 

benefits of reaching new audiences connected with each artist, the organization is 

also hopeful that other musicians will see they can support their favorite 

environmental groups by donating a song. By donating songs, the artists could then 

provide the environmental group of their choosing with “a new stream of financing” 

(Jazz Times).  
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Artists Participate in Presidential Elections 

Reviewing the artist involvement in past social and political issues would not 

be complete without examining the way arts engage with presidential campaigns. 

Artists share their opinions though fundraising shows, satire, creating marketing 

materials, grassroots efforts, and more. Researching artist involvement in 

presidential elections is an almost endless topic that could be a thesis by itself. For 

the purposes of laying a foundation for the rest of my thesis, I will examine only a 

few ways artists have become involved in political campaigning.  

When a major event is approaching such as a presidential election year, the 

politics involved are not always represented in contemporary art museums across 

the country. New York artist Jonathan Horowitz “thinks that contemporary art 

should be more engaged with the issues being raised by the election” and in 

response contemporary art museums in seven states displayed Horowitz’s “Your 

Land/My Land: Election ‘12” artwork beginning September 2012 (Kennedy).  The 

exhibit focuses on “opposing zones” of red and blue carpets (Kennedy). Each section 

houses monitors that depict different viewpoints from the election such as Romney 

and Obama, or CNN and Fox News.  The idea behind “Your Land/My Land: Election 

‘12” is that the audience will “gather on the carpets to watch the news coverage, sit, 

rest, talk, argue and, in the process, compose a kind of living artwork-as-debate, in 

which the subject will be politics, art and maybe museums themselves.” Artists can 

engage in social issues simply by addressing a perceived need on a specific topic. For 

Horowitz, it was the lack of political subject matter in contemporary art museums 

leading up to the 2012 presidential election that led him to get involved.  

The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum in Connecticut is also highlighting 

the 2012 election. In the “united states” exhibit, the goal is to “approach both the 

nature of the United States as a country and ‘united states’ as the alliance of separate 

forms, entities, or conditions of being” (The Aldrich Contemporary Art Museum). 

The New York Times describes the exhibit as “paintings, sculptures, photographs, 

videos, performances and installations, all addressing national matters, like identity, 

immigration, race, war, the economy and the red state/blue state divide. The theme 
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extends to consider notions of reconciliation, cooperation and other topics that 

involve the ‘uniting’ of disparate ‘states’” (Hodara).  This is an example of how arts 

organizations can promote engagement in political issues, by showcasing artwork 

related to political topics and bringing people together that represent that topic.  

Political cartoons are also an important way artists become involved during 

election periods. Political cartoons allow artists to address highly debated points in 

the campaign while also having their artwork seen in newspapers and by a large 

audience online. Readers who have little time to read a full political article may skip 

directly to the cartoon at the top of the page. In most cases, the artist portrays a one-

sided view on an issue.  
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Chapter 2: Minnesota Issues & the 
Arts 
 

As discussed earlier, it is important to see how the arts can influence an issue 

in our own backyard. Examples of how the arts have participated in political and 

social issue campaigns around the country are seemingly endless. Bringing the topic 

of this thesis down to examples from a smaller subset is beneficial to the rest of my 

research. In fact, campaigning for the marriage amendment was not the first time 

the arts community has become involved in Minnesota politics.  

Clean Water, Land and Legacy 

In 2008, the Minnesota arts community played a significant role in 

campaigning for the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment. After Minnesota 

voters passed that amendment, the state now has dedicated arts funding as part of 

its constitution. The Legacy Amendment is significant because no other state has 

included dedicated arts funding in their constitution. The amendment served as “the 

largest arts and culture amendment in American history, and represented a historic 

change in how states fund the arts” (Minnesota Citizens for the Arts).   

Unlike in the case of the marriage amendment in 2012, the message from the 

arts was not to “Vote No.” Instead, for this particular amendment the arts launched a 

“Vote Yes” campaign. Each campaign is subject to the wording of the amendment. In 

the case of the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment: 

“Shall the Minnesota Constitution be amended to dedicate funding to protect 

our drinking water sources; to protect, enhance, and restore our wetlands, 

prairies, forests, and fish, game, and wildlife habitat; to preserve our arts and 

cultural heritage; to support our parks and trails; and to protect, enhance, 

and restore our lakes, rivers, streams, and groundwater by increasing the 

sales and use tax rate beginning July 1, 2009, by three-eighths of one percent 

on taxable sales until the year 2034?” (Minnesota Citizens for the Arts) 
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Legacy Campaign  

The arts community’s involvement in the Clean Water, Land and Legacy 

Amendment is a shining example of one way the arts can be involved in the political 

realm, which is to partner with other interests and disciplines for a common goal. 

Coalitions from environmental interests and the arts campaigned together and in 

their separate disciplines to ensure everyone heard the Vote Yes message. The 

statewide arts advocacy organization, Minnesota Citizens for the Arts, credits three 

factors that led to the success of the campaign. First, with the assistance of 

Minnesota Citizens for the Arts, there was a strong statewide grassroots arts 

community that the campaign could draw upon to support the passing of the 

amendment. This grassroots network had been cultivated for years and had 

developed the tools to be politically savvy and have a working knowledge of what 

the amendment meant for the state of Minnesota and arts funding in the state. 

Second, the amendment was created based on efforts and interest from the 

sportsmen’s community and their attempt to create a constitutional amendment for 

funding their interests. Lastly, all interests involved in the Vote Yes campaign 

benefitted from the insights found through polling and training resources which the 

conservation (green) community brought from the national level.  

 

Clean Water, Land and Legacy 
Amendment: Vote Yes Campaign 

Conservation 
Resources 

Sportsmen 
Introducing 
Amendment 

Arts 
Community 
Grassroots 
Network 
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Campaigning for the Legacy Amendment occurred in two phases. The first 

phase involved all of the legislative lobbying that would lead to the amendment 

going to the public for a vote. The second phase involved all of the political 

campaigning leading up to the November 2008 Election Day. Fortunately, the time 

between the completion of phase one and the vote was significant, and the 

grassroots activity was able to stretch from May 2007 to November 2008. Vote Yes 

“ads, banners and signs were promoted by over 1400 arts organizations at events 

across the state” (Minnesota Citizens for the Arts).   

Minnesota Citizens for the Arts 

Minnesota Citizens for the Arts (MCA) played a significant role in both phases 

of the grassroots activity and campaigning. As the leader in Minnesota’s arts 

advocacy efforts, MCA is an excellent example of how the arts can have influence in 

the political realm. Organizing the arts community to lobby the Minnesota State 

Legislature and Congress, the mission of MCA is to “ensure opportunity for all 

people to have access to and involvement in the arts” (Minnesota Citizens for the 

Arts).  

For many individual artists and arts organizations it can be overwhelming to 

think of how to become involved, and alone they lack the numbers to make a 

difference. Working together, they can impact the artistic environment in 

Minnesota, and MCA assists the arts community in these efforts by making the 

political realm navigable for those outside of political disciplines. For the Legacy 

Amendment, MCA provided the leadership for the grassroots arts community 

including participating in the campaign’s operating and steering committees to 

staffing campaign offices, fundraising for the amendment by the MCA staff and 

board, contacting voters and coaching others in the arts community how to do the 

same. Marketing materials for the Vote Yes campaign could be found at art events 

across the entire state and in galleries, theaters, etc.   

Legacy funding will provide money for clean water, land preservation, the 

arts, and parks and trails totaling $7.5 billion dollars over a twenty-five year period. 
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Of that amount, the arts will receive 19.75%. Voting for the amendment was a 

tremendous success, with 56% of voters voting “Yes” to the amendment. This is 

even more significant, because every time a voter did not respond, it was 

automatically counted as a “No” on the ballot.  

Marketing the Legacy Amendment 

As mentioned in the introduction, it is important to review the stylistic ways 

campaigns promote their messaging and the influence of the arts in those choices. 

While it was beneficial and crucial for the arts to work with the sportsmen and 

environmental groups, there needed to be one image or logo to represent the entire 

group. This was an understandably complicated task, seeing as how the group 

needed to decide which elements needed to be included and the fact that all groups 

needed to agree. The audience for those materials also proved to be an additional 

level of complexity for each group. How do you represent all of the arts in one 

image? How do you represent all the different types of hunters, fisherman, and other 

sportsmen in one image? The process took between two and three months, and 

went through several stages of revisions. For example, early marketing images had a 

generic lighthouse representing the arts. Why use a generic image when we have the 

iconic Split Rock Lighthouse? Because some of the arts money would be going to 

history organizations and Split Rock is an iconic Minnesota historic site, to represent 

the arts, an artist would be shown painting it. In later versions, it was decided that 

there would be three different images each individualized in image and by color. 

This was strategic for reaching the target audience and promoted targeted messages 

to each group. Hunters would be represented by an orange image depicting an older 

person fishing with a child, and geese. The image was strategically chosen after 

polling for hunting and angling popularity and preferences in the state, and hunters 

would identify with orange as it is the color they wear while hunting. By including 

the Split Rock Lighthouse, the water interests, history and the arts could be included 

in one image. Images of the marketing materials can be found in the appendix.  

Polling during the marketing campaign was crucial to all interests involved in 

the Vote Yes campaign. Throughout this process, it was discovered that gun images 
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polled negatively and the public was interested in the idea of preserving the land for 

future generations. To address the positive idea, the marketing materials include an 

image of a child to give a visual suggestion of preserving land, water, and culture for 

future generations to enjoy. Another important realization occurred after polling, 

which came from the undecided voters. Using past experience to realize that the 

campaign should not spend all the time focused on “for sure” votes, Vote Yes 

campaign organizers knew they should include reaching out to undecided voters on 

the issues that most mattered to them and why voting yes would satisfy those 

interests. Through polling, undecided voters indicated that clean water was a 

significant interest out of all of the potential issues that could be highlighted 

combined. Armed with this information, the campaign could create targeted 

messages to undecided voters that would capitalize on what was important to 

them… clean water. The arts polled only as slightly less important to voters. Instead 

of insisting on arts messaging, campaign organizers from the arts knew it was more 

important to pass the amendment than to put the arts in front. Passing the 

amendment would benefit the arts no matter which issue was shown to be of most 

interest to undecided voters. This shows that to be involved in political issues, 

sometimes the arts work for, and with, other causes for a mutual reward. 

Arts Advocacy Day 

The Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment has not been the only way 

Minnesota’s arts community has been proactive in the political realm. Every year, 

arts advocates gather at the Minnesota History Center, and then the State Capitol, to 

advocate for arts funding. Arts Advocacy Day is organized annually by Minnesota 

Citizens for the Arts, and provides an opportunity to network, discuss issues in arts 

funding, as well as discuss priorities and talking points for the day. Armed with this 

knowledge, arts advocates from all over the state speak with legislators about why 

funding the arts is important. Being a visible presence at the heart of the political 

realm allows artists, arts administrators, and other arts advocates to show decision 

makers that the arts community is strong in Minnesota. As such a large group in the 
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population, the arts community of advocates has a voice that needs to be heard, and 

this community gathers annually to make sure that voice is heard.  

As part of the responsibility of organizing such an event, the staff at MCA is 

sure to educate all of the Arts Advocacy Day attendees about important messages to 

deliver to legislators. The “Advocacy Day Handbook” contains tips on meeting with 

legislators, including being polite, patient, keeping your message short and simple, 

being sure to thank the legislator, and also how to continue the conversation or the 

relationship in the future (Minnesota Citizens for the Arts). Ensuring that the 

advocates have successful meetings with the legislators is a crucial part of the 

continued success of Arts Advocacy Day. It must be noted here that it is important to 

take time at the beginning of every Arts Advocacy Day to ascertain that resources 

are organized to make sure every advocate is on the same page. Some members of 

the arts community rarely (or never) communicate with legislators from their 

district, and many may not feel comfortable with interactions regarding a political 

issue. Educating the advocates helps to maximize the number of attendees. If 

someone attends Arts Advocacy Day that has never spoken to a legislator before, 

and finds the experience rewarding, they will then market that experience to others 

with limited to no experience in the political realm. Should attendance only be 

granted to those who have a regular presence in political events, Arts Advocacy Day 

would not be the event it is today. To aid the transition of people just entering the 

political side of the arts community, MCA provides a link on their website to “Tales 

of a First Time Arts Advocate.”  The document provides a retelling of one person’s 

experience at their first Arts Advocacy Day, and encourages anyone considering 

attending their first trip to the capitol. In order to grow in size and popularity, the 

event needs to be open to all of the arts community, and MCA realizes this.  

Each year as part of Arts Advocacy Day, there are several issues, or goals, 

brought to the table. Minnesota Citizens for the Arts includes these goals on all 

training materials for that day and provides talking points for when advocates meet 

with their legislator. For example, a goal for the 2012 Arts Advocacy Day was to 

communicate to legislators that arts funding should not be used toward building a 

new football stadium. This idea was actually being discussed in the legislature, and 
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together arts advocates approached the issue directly and asked that zero arts funds 

be used toward the stadium. Becoming involved in the discussion allowed for the 

arts community to defend the use of its funding. As a result of the direct effort by 

arts advocates, the danger is over and the stadium was funded through other 

sources. Other examples of the Minnesota arts community coming together to 

address political issues include: 

1997: Former Governor Carlson proposes an increase of arts funding and the 

arts community rallies to get the initiative passed. As a result there is an 80% 

increase in arts funding, the MN State Arts Board and Regional Arts Councils 

are able to distribute new funds to every county in Minnesota.  

1999: In a year with mixed proposals for arts support, advocates gathered to 

successfully restore $13 million for arts funding.  

2000: After being vetoed by the Governor, bonding requests for the Guthrie 

and Lanesboro were upheld by a veto override, a testament to arts activism 

across the state.  

2003: Capacity at the Minnesota History Center was exceeded after 1,000 

arts advocates gathered there after Governor Pawlenty proposed a 40% cut 

to arts funding. Advocates stepped in to communicate the harm this would 

cause, and as a result the cut was lowed to 32%.  

2004: An amendment to Minnesota’s constitution to dedicate funding to the 

outdoors and arts is first introduced to the legislature. Although the 

amendment failed to pass, it was very close to moving forward. Movement of 

the amendment was possible in part by over 2,000 letters being sent to 

legislators from arts advocates across the state in less than two months.  

2005: Arts advocates are successful in encouraging the legislature to move 

forward with Governor Pawlenty’s recommendation that arts funding remain 

stable during another deficit year.  

2008: Statewide ballot campaigning begins by the arts community, along 

with other groups, to pass the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment. 

Efforts made by all groups were proven to be successful when the 

amendment passed with 56% of Minnesotans voting “yes.” 
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2010: Arts advocates fought against cutting arts funding as well as proposed 

elimination of Minnesota State Arts Board and Regional Arts Council support. 

The result was limited to a 3% cut to arts funding. (Minnesota Citizens for the 

Arts) 

The Future is Now 

The next example of a large-scale political and social initiative by the arts in 

Minnesota is happening all around us. Combining a successful campaign for the 

Clean Water, Land, and Legacy Amendment with a commitment by the arts for the 

Minnesota United for All Families “Vote No” campaign, shows the arts how 

important it is to get involved. Campaigning and advocacy efforts help to ensure that 

Minnesota is a great place for artists and all those who support the arts. With 

increased experience under our collective arts belt, history shows that the arts and 

their advocates have power over their collective interests, goals, and future in the 

state of Minnesota.  
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Chapter 3: Artists’ Works about 
the Marriage Amendment 
 

We have examined examples of the arts’ involvement in past social and 

political issues, and similar methods are being used in addressing the proposed 

marriage amendment to Minnesota’s state constitution. Artists across Minnesota 

have been expressing their position and feelings toward same-sex marriage and the 

amendment through art. To demonstrate how artists have become involved in 

political issues, it is important to review how those issues come through in their 

work.  

Artists have heavily backed the position of defeating the marriage 

amendment. This passion to stop the marriage amendment led many artists to 

collaborate with the Minnesotans United for All Families campaign, also referred to 

as the Vote No campaign. Working together, artists have combined campaign efforts 

with their own artwork. Returning the benefits of the relationship, the Minnesotans 

United for All Families campaign created opportunities for artists as well as non-

artists to become involved in ways to creatively express their support of same-sex 

marriage.  

Dancers: Flash Mob 

One way the Minnesotans United for All Families campaign involved the arts 

community, and others who sought to defeat the marriage amendment, was to 

organize a “flash mob” that would take place during the Twin Cities Pride Parade on 

June 24, 2012. In a flash mob, a group of dancers, singers, or other performers will 

assemble in a public area without warning. The group will then dance, sing, or 

perform for the unprepared audience. Such performances are typically used to gain 

an online following of the performance, with many flash mob performances featured 

in videos online with the hopes of going viral. For the Minnesotans United for All 

Families campaign it meant an alternative way to market their message to vote no 

on the marriage amendment.  
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Provided the dancers could meet all the requirements (including group 

rehearsals and committing to practice the dance on their own) the flash mob was 

open to anyone interested. From the trained professional to the person with a 

passion but very little dance experience, all skill levels were welcome to participate. 

Dancers and choreographers provided the Vote No campaign a way to organize and 

deploy supporters of their position, and to advocate for their cause in front of a large 

public audience. Taping the flash mob, the campaign now had instant marketing 

materials for viral distribution. If the arts are going to become involved in political 

issues, numbers will be important. Therefore, not every approach can consist of 

creating museum-quality paintings or the skills of an accomplished violinist. Some 

approaches must be accessible to a wide community of people. Opening the flash 

mob up to all level of dancers allowed for a bigger impact of the Vote No message. 

Volunteers jumped at the chance to be a part of something that captured their 

interest in being involved in something exciting (and new to many) while also 

helping a cause they felt strongly about. Organizing the flash mob was a smart 

strategy by the Minnesotans United for All Families campaign because it engaged 

supporters of the Vote No message in a way that they felt empowered, excited, and 

comfortable.  

Assuming the goal was to create a viral presence from the flash mob, the 

campaign was successful in getting online viewers. By late October, the video had 

close to 10,000 views online. When so many voters receive their information online 

through social networking websites, online newspapers or other information 

sources, the flash mob video provided an alternative method of online marketing. 

Rather than relying on advertising by ads, emails, or event listings the campaign was 

able to spread their message through a light and fun way. For an event that was 

volunteer run and included volunteer dancers, the efforts reached 10,000 people 

online plus all of the people who witnessed the flash mob first hand. For a three-

minute dance, the flash mob is an effective marketing strategy that requires little 

maintenance after being placed online, but continues to be shared across potential 

supporters long after the performance.  
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Printmakers: Lunalux 

Using a highly attended public event such as the Twin Cities Pride Festival, 

the Minnesotans United for All Families campaign had the benefit of a large scale 

public gathering of mostly supporters of the Vote No message. While the flash mob 

was an excellent way to get those community members involved in the campaign, 

the Pride Festival offered other ways for the arts to join and promote the Vote No 

message. A second addition to the Twin Cities Pride Festival was the poster created 

by Lunalux. Specializing in letterpress printing, Lunalux decided to help out the 

Minnesotans United for All Families campaign by creating a special press in their 

studio during the Pride Festival. The message “All Love is Sweet” followed by “Vote 

No” was set up on a proof press and visitors to the gallery could pay $10 to purchase 

a poster. Visitors to the gallery could also engage with the process by creating the 

print themselves using the proof press. As a contribution to the campaign, Lunalux 

donated $8 from every poster sold to Minnesotans United for All Families, reserving 

the final $2 from the cost of each poster to cover the cost of production. While 

Lunalux admits to avoiding political issues in the past, the proposed marriage 

amendment meant enough to them that they felt they had to become involved and 

do what they could to aid in the amendment's defeat. The creation of this poster is a 

beautiful example of how the arts can become involved in a political issue. Creating 

this poster engaged the arts community and supported the political issue. Art 

supporters and artists themselves could take part in the creative process of creating 

the poster through the proof press. For those who were amendment opponents but 

not necessarily practicing artists, the Lunalux poster fundraising event offered the 

opportunity to try their hand at a new art form by way of the letterpress. While 

some visitors created the poster and some only purchased one, all visitors were 

exposed to an example of how the arts can be involved in a political issue. 

Distribution of the posters and public display of the work is not only marketing for a 

cause they feel strongly about, it is also promotional material for the official 

Minnesotans United for All Families campaign and serves as marketing material for 

Lunalux. 
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Theatre Actors: Project 515 

A recipient of the Brian Coyle Leadership Award, Project 515's mission is to 

“ensure same sex couples and their families have equal rights and considerations 

under Minnesota law” (Project 515). Choosing the name Project 515 was strategic, 

as their website states, because there are currently at least 515 laws in Minnesota 

that discriminate against same-sex couples.  The organization engages people in 

many ways including door knocking, installing lawn signs, fundraising, participating 

in pride festivals, and also though the “515 Players.”  Performers for the 515 Players 

have a mission to educate Minnesotans on the ways the state denies same-sex 

couples all the rights and privileges described in the introduction of this thesis. The 

performances reflect “an artistic representation of the real-life discrimination faced 

by same sex couples in Minnesota” (Project 515). Creating “515...The Tour!” has 

allowed Project 515 the ability to communicate about the sensitive issue of equality 

in a format that is accessible to those in and outside of the arts community. Adding a 

section at the end of their performance dedicated to a question/answer format 

creates a discussion on the issue and seals the bond between the artistic 

representation of the topic and the political issue at hand. 

Sculptors: Love on a Grid 

Aside from performing their own works through the 515 Players, Project 515 

also collaborates with local artists who are interested in the prejudices against 

same-sex couples. An example of this type of relationship was the “Love on a Grid” 

exhibit that was on display at Solomon’s Porch in Minneapolis beginning September 

2012. Created by Bryan Mayfield, the exhibit works hand in hand with the mission 

of Project 515. As explained by Bryan Mayfield on the Facebook page for his exhibit, 

Love on a Grid is a “band of words that are meaningful to some and meaningless to 

others. Comprised of (515) 4"x4" digital prints mounted on a grid panel, each 4”x4” 

square includes one statute from Project 515. These statutes are currently 

incorporated into Minnesota law and segregate same-sex couples from the married 

folks in Minnesota.” Working together with a larger organization that shares a 

similar mission and messaging interest, an individual artist can address a political or 
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social issue on a larger scale. While Bryan Mayfield could have displayed Love on a 

Grid without the support of Project 515, working together allowed for an increased 

marketing presence, and likely, an increased attendance during the shows display. 

This relationship was mutually beneficial. Bryan Mayfield benefitted from the 

increased exhibit attention on outside sources such as being showcased on Project 

515’s website. Potentially reaching a new audience, Project 515 benefitted by 

spreading their mission and creating new knowledge of their organization.  

Actors: “Standing on Ceremony”  

Minnesotans United for All Families also engaged the arts community by 

working with the Hennepin Theatre Trust to present a set of “mini works” that 

highlighted same-sex marriage. “Standing On Ceremony: The Gay Marriage Plays” 

ran from May 31-June 16, 2012 and included six local actors. Performing multiple 

characters, actors performed in several short pieces written by award winning and 

nominated writers. In the description of the event, the artists came together to 

“respond to one of the defining issues of our day, the on-going battle for marriage 

equality” (Hennepin Theatre Trust). The Standing On Ceremony plays provide 

another way the vibrant Minnesota arts community could join together to discuss a 

political issue in a format that was natural and comfortable for the performers as 

well as their audience. Artists can be involved in political issues because they have 

the tools necessary to communicate political messages. As viewers, participants, 

observers and audiences, artists and arts organizations are interacting with their 

patrons in multiple ways all as a platform to build awareness about political issues. 

For some patrons, this may be their first experience with the material and the arts 

could provide a connection that makes them want to become involved. 

Singers and Photographers: Marry Us 

A partnership between the Twin Cities Gay Men's Chorus and BD Portraits 

created the “Marry Us!” campaign designed to defend and promote marriage 

equality by defeating the amendment. Brent Dundore, of BD Portraits, experienced 

the Prop 8 campaign of 2008 while living in California and carried his strong beliefs 
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in support of marriage equality to Minnesota. In order to raise awareness to defeat 

the marriage amendment, the chorus performed Robert Seeley's “Marry Us” across 

the state. The chorus combines music with Dundore's photographs of people in 

“MARRY US” or “MARRY THEM” t-shirts to promote their views on the marriage 

amendment. Again, this demonstrates how to the arts community can communicate 

in a way that capitalizes on all of the artists’ strengths, in a format that is familiar to 

those in the community as a whole. 

Graphic Artists: Little Heart 

Little Heart was no small project. The completed comic anthology has over 

170 pages and includes color images. The collection shows that not all artwork is 

created by a single artist in response to the marriage amendment. Rather, 

collections of artwork by multiple artists with a similar message can be combined to 

create a larger effect. Artwork surrounding the marriage amendment seems to gain 

momentum when artists team up with larger organizations such as Minnesotans 

United for All Families, Project 515, etc. However, this is not the only way that 

artists can increase awareness for their artwork and also for a social issue they feel 

passionately about. Artists can also support their stance on an issue by grouping 

their artwork with artists in a similar discipline that share the same view on the 

marriage amendment. “Little Heart” is an example of artists collaborating with their 

artwork to create a larger presentation of their stance on defeating the marriage 

amendment.  

Little Heart showcases a collection of comics created to support marriage 

equality. Working with comic design studio 2D Cloud, and marriage equality 

advocates [MN]Love, the creators of Little Heart also engaged the public in a way 

not yet mentioned as an option for involvement in social and political issues. The 

makers of Little Heart looked to the public to help raise money for the project 

through the website “Kickstarter.” Allowing the ability for both arts supporters and 

amendment opponents to directly engage with new ideas, Kickstarter is an online 

fundraising platform for people needing to fund creative projects. If the potential 

donor agrees with the project’s purpose, goals, or execution they are able to give any 
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amount of money toward that project creator’s financial goal. Gaining financial 

supporters in Kickstarter is even more crucial because the website operates by 

having project creators reach (or exceed) their goal, or all of the collected money is 

returned. With no partial funding available through the website, it is important for 

every project to catch the attention of potential donors. For that same reason, it says 

a lot about a project if the creator successfully meets their goal, and also if that goal 

is reached quickly.  

Meeting their goal of $8,500 in March 2012, by fall 2012 the project had 

raised almost $10,000 by 365 backers. Looking to the public for help, Little Heart 

was able to gain the money it needed to be successful, and the public was able to 

lend support to a political issue from the comfort of their computer screen. While 

artists have the creative talent to promote defeating the marriage amendment 

through painting, singing, acting, etc., there are also communities of people that 

would like to help the Vote No campaign, but either do not wish to organize 

something or are arts supporters looking to further a cause but are not practicing 

artists themselves. By donating money to this project, these contributors become a 

part of something actively promoting a similar political view and by donating money 

they, in a way, become part of the work’s process.  

Designers: Campaign Marketing 

The visibility of each campaign, Vote Yes and Vote No, has been incredibly 

different. However, beginning late summer, both of them began to have more of a 

presence in the news, television, radio, etc. When the amendment was first 

announced, Minnesotans United for All Families launched directly into campaigning. 

After Minnesotans United for All Families began to heavily message to undecided 

voters, as well as speak to their guaranteed voters, it is important to look at how 

those messages were communicated through the campaign’s stylistic choices.  

When it comes to marketing the Minnesotans United for All Families 

campaign, it is impossible to leave out the logo that was seen on so many lawn signs, 

t-shirts, bumper stickers, and more. “Vote No” merchandise was orange, blue, and 

white. Speaking with Board member for Minnesotans United for All Families (and 
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Executive Director for Minnesota Citizens for the Arts) Sheila Smith, we discussed 

the importance of the marketing choices made by the campaign. Similar to any 

marketing strategy, political or otherwise, the color choices were intentional. 

Staying away from the red, white, and blue palette used by many political groups, 

“Vote No” is written or highlighted in orange to give the visual suggestion of action 

or alarm. Orange acts as a replacement for many uses of red, meaning it attracts the 

eye and suggests that the message is something to pay attention to. Coupled with 

blue, the complementary colors pop off of the logo and create a strong visual 

presence.  

When it came to the messaging used on the logo, “Don’t Limit the Freedom to 

Marry,” Sheila discussed with me how each word was carefully and intentionally 

chosen. Just as the Clean Water, Land, and Legacy Amendment organizers polled 

focus groups for all of their logos, campaign organizers for Vote No approached their 

messaging in the same way. For example, use of the word “Freedom” polled well 

with independent voters.  

To complete the campaign’s marketing image, the final design was put to a 

vote. Facebook was used for Minnesotans United for All Families to engage 

supporters to vote on design elements of the logo such as the shape and color 

placement. This was beneficial to the campaign in multiple ways. Asking people to 

interact with the campaign though Facebook allowed for a heightened social media 

presence while also giving the campaign instant contact information for their 

supporters. This way, those who voted online could be contacted later for possible 

volunteer opportunities.  

While marketing and design can be considered art, the logos used by the Vote 

No campaign also interacted with local art. Combinations of the two can be seen in a 

photo widely shared though the social media of the Mary Tyler Moore statue in 

downtown Minneapolis holding a Vote No sign. On a larger scale, a Paul Bunyan 

statue picture became popular though social media websites showing Paul holding a 

large Vote No sign. These circulating photographs give audiences two different types 

of familiar images. Many people recognize the Vote No signage for its vibrant orange 

and blue coloring. Aside from the marketing materials, audiences would also 
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recognize staple figures of Minnesota popular culture. Spreading these images 

through social media helps to promote the idea that it is “Minnesotan” to vote no on 

the marriage amendment.  

Looking back at the campaigning period for the proposed marriage 

amendment to Minnesota’s constitution, there seems to be endless examples of how 

the Vote No message was portrayed in art. Theater, visual arts, marketing materials, 

flash mobs, music, and other mediums embraced the Vote No message during 

creation, promotion, and execution. Each effort helped Minnesotans United for All 

Families spread their message to already existing and new audiences. Each piece 

translated a message on behalf of the creator about equality and freedom for same-

sex couples. Creating and viewing artwork related to the marriage amendment then 

became a way for artists and audiences to have a dialogue related to marriage 

equality in a way all members could relate to. Artists and arts supporters used art as 

a tool to create a common ground to discuss a current social and political issue.  
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Chapter 4: Artist Campaigning 
 

Art is a powerful tool for promoting views on social or political issues. 

Examples from Chapter 3 show that a variety of artworks were created to help build 

awareness for defeating the proposed marriage amendment to Minnesota’s state 

constitution. While works of art spark dialogue, create debate, build publicity, and 

channel values, the artist themselves as a citizen must not be forgotten in the 

process. Artists have the power to increase the reach or impact of their artwork by 

strategically aligning their own personal campaign involvement with their art. 

Unlike the previous chapter that focused on artworks seeking to defeat the marriage 

amendment, this chapter looks at the minds behind that work. How can artists 

themselves become involved in political or social issues, other than creating art 

about the issue?  

Minnesota Artists 

In 2007, Minnesota Citizens for the Arts, Springboard for the Arts, and the 

Minnesota Craft Council surveyed close to 20,000 individual Minnesota artists to 

determine the economic impact artists have on the state. Results of the survey 

“Artists Count: An economic impact study of Minnesota’s artists” were impressive, 

and show just how much of a voice the arts can have on statewide issues even if only 

a portion of the group is utilized. At the time of the survey, the economic impact of 

artist spending in the state of Minnesota was $295 million. Considering the full 

economic impact of the arts in Minnesota, and not only artist spending, Minnesota 

Citizens for the Arts’ report “The Arts, A Driving Force in Minnesota’s Economy” 

reports that the combined impact is $1 billion annually.  

These numbers are great for Minnesota’s image as an art-friendly state, but 

how does this data stack up against the rest of the country? Theater in Minnesota is 

a fantastic example of how strong the state’s arts and culture efforts are. Hosting 

almost 100 theater companies and 30 theater venues, the only other state to have 

more theater seats per capita is New York. A printed guide to all that metropolitan 

areas have to offer, the Places Rated Almanac ranked the Twin Cities “eighth out of 
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354 metropolitan areas in the United States and Canada for its variety and 

participation in the arts” (Minnesota State Arts Board).  

While the economic impact surveys contained valuable financial data, there 

was also other helpful information that came from the survey. For example, it was 

found that artists volunteer and vote “to a higher degree than the rest of the 

population” (Minnesota Citizens for the Arts).  Some could argue that artists have 

more time to do things such as volunteer because of their more unstructured work 

schedule; however, of the 19,676 respondents only 5,937 were supported by their 

art as a full-time equivalent job (Minnesota Citizens for the Arts). It is unfortunate 

that more artists cannot support themselves solely based on their art, but there is a 

silver lining to this data. In many ways, artists appear to be a campaign’s dream 

come true. Artists volunteer in large amounts, are likely to vote and network with 

other voters, and most have other networks based on their job outside of their 

artwork. These attributes, combined with a large population of artists in Minnesota, 

make for a valuable campaign resource. I have argued that artists should capitalize 

on their numbers, networks, and personal values to become more involved in 

political and social issues. This data shows that political and social campaigns 

should return the enthusiasm to become involved and seek to work with artists. 

When engaged, artists have the potential to effectively and actively advocate for 

political views and causes.  

Volunteering 

As mentioned above, artists are statistically more likely to volunteer. The 

ways the arts are engaging with the Minnesotans United for All Families campaign is 

no exception to this rule. Connecting with the Vote No campaign, artists have found 

ways to give their time in numerous ways.  

Phone banks have been a strategy of political campaigns long before the Vote 

No campaign workers began picking up the phone. Volunteers, artists included, gave 

their time to working phone banks throughout the campaign. Calling supporters as 

well as undecided voters, volunteering at phone banks allow artists easy access to 

campaigning. If an artist feels strongly about an issue, like defeating the marriage 
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amendment, they can know that every bit of volunteering helps in a campaign, all 

the way down to picking up a phone and spreading the message to Vote No.  

If artists did not want to participate in phone banks, the Minnesotans United 

for All Families campaign offered other ways to get involved where artists could join 

with other like-minded citizens to make a difference. This includes such activities as 

promoting the Vote No message though going door to door, promoting the Vote No 

message in their network of colleagues and friends, and spreading the word through 

social media.  

Volunteering time is a significant way to contribute to a campaign, but it is 

not the only way. Financial support is also a crucial aspect of campaigning. Artists 

can use their artwork to bring people together with a fundraising component that 

directly supports an issue that they care about.  

Sometimes collaboration makes a difference, as shown in past examples of 

involvement by the arts in social and political issues, such as Minnesota’s Clean 

Water, Land and Legacy Amendment. An example of such collaboration is a 

volunteer-run collective of artists that sought to defeat the proposed marriage 

amendment to Minnesota's constitution called “Minnesota Artists for Equality.” 

Their website proclaims: 

We are a statewide collective of artists of every race, creed, color, gender, 

sexual orientation and ability who volunteer their time and talents to the 

fight for equal rights in the state of Minnesota. We are actors. Writers. 

Dancers. Graphic designers. Sculptors. Filmmakers. We are a network of 

Artist Volunteers who work with like-minded organization like Minnesotans 

United for All Families and OutFront Minnesota. We work with each other. 

We are a volunteer resource for those who need the help of an artist. 

(Minnesota Artists for Equality) 

Minnesota Artists for Equality worked by building an online database of 

artists that are willing to volunteer their time and skill to help defeat the marriage 

amendment. This created a place that artists can enter information about 

themselves, join with partner organizations for Minnesota Artists for Equality, and 

allowed for the ability to reach out to other artists as needed. This format provides 
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artists with the opportunity to pick and choose the ways they want to become 

involved, or enables the more enthusiastic artists to become engaged as much as 

possible. For example, an artist looking to maximize their activity with Minnesota 

Artists for Equality could reach out to other artists in order to collaborate, while also 

becoming involved with anyone who contacts them directly. Minnesota Artists for 

Equality offers an opportunity for artists to reach out as well as promote ways 

others could reach out to them.   

Fundraising 

Financial support is another way artists are participating in campaigns, both 

on an individual level by donating themselves, or by participating in larger 

fundraising events. Artists can also showcase their art while incorporating a 

fundraising component to a show or exhibit with proceeds going to organizations 

such as Minnesotans United for All Families.  

“MN Musicians Vote No!” is an example of this type of collaboration. Over 

fifteen musicians and other artists joined together to put on a two-night show in 

October 2012. Charging fifteen dollars to get in, proceeds would benefit the 

Minnesotans United for All Families and Take Action Minnesota campaigns.  

With all of the ticket sale proceeds going to Minnesotans for Equality, the 

“Music for Marriage Equality Benefit” is a similar example of musicians coming 

together and using their talent to bring awareness to a cause. Along with raising 

money through admission to see the musical acts, opportunities were also available 

to give to Minnesotans for Equality by purchasing a special Chef’s Menu dinner, and 

also by participating in a silent auction (Dakota Jazz Club). The Music for Marriage 

Equality Benefit shows that fundraising opportunities do not stop at the purchase of 

an artwork or cost of admission to an event. Event organizers, along with the 

creative minds of their collaborators, have endless potential to drum up support for 

political or social causes.  

Musicians can undoubtedly draw large crowds, but theater has the same 

potential. Thirst Theater hosted a fundraiser for Minnesotans United for All Families 

titled “The No Round” in October 2012. With all proceeds going to the Minnesotans 
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United for All Families’ Vote No campaign, the event was composed of several short 

plays performed by a variety of actors (Thirst Theater). Also in October 2012, Box 

Wine Theatre hosted a fundraiser for Minnesotans United for All Families titled 

“Amend This Cabaret” where all proceeds benefitted the Vote No campaign.  The 

event was a collaboration between several theatres including the Bedlam Theatre, 

Silver Slipper Productions, Table Salt Productions, and Box Wine Theatre.  Not only 

limited to plays, the event catered to a variety of tastes by including “music, stand 

up, improv, storytelling, and short plays thematically centering around relationships 

and LGBT related topics” (Box Wine Theatre). 

It is not just the artists themselves organizing fundraisers for the campaign. 

Understanding the fundraising potential of the arts, the Minnesotans United for All 

Families campaign itself and Lavender Magazine teamed up to host “The Big Gay 

Comedy Show: I Do!: An Evening of Stand Up Comedy.” Taking care of the logistics, 

actors, musicians, comics, etc. were able to come in and do what they do best while 

also supporting a cause they care about. Another option available to artists is to take 

an existing event and add in a fundraising component. For the opening reception for 

his Love|Hate exhibit, artist Jim Dryden invited a volunteer from the Minnesotans 

United For All Families campaign to briefly speak at the event while also collecting 

donations. Since the Form + Content gallery has free admission, it provided the 

opportunity to take an event that was already scheduled, but include a way to 

support a cause that was important to the artist.  

Marketing 

Artists can also lend support to a campaign simply by spreading the message. 

For the marriage amendment, this meant spreading the Vote No message through 

their artwork.  

Attended by 1,788,512 people in 2012, the Minnesota State Fair is a perfect 

platform for campaigning. Volunteers were on hand at the Minnesotans United for 

All Families booth selling Vote No merchandise, collecting donations and pledges to 

Vote No, and handing out free Vote No fans on a stick, but artists also found other 

ways to spread the campaign’s message. One way was through the widely popular 
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seed art exhibit in the Horticulture Building. While some seed art submissions 

referenced pop culture or nature, artists did not let the opportunity pass them to 

highlight the upcoming marriage amendment vote. Several artists participated in 

the annual seed art exhibit by focusing on the marriage amendment, and messages 

varied from piece to piece. One seed art piece simply focused the Vote No message 

onto a pair of gnomes, using the Minnesotans United for All Families orange and 

blue branding. Another work, a blue ribbon winner by Laura Melnick, was more 

detailed in the Vote No messaging: 

In November’s  
gusty gale 
I will flop 
my flippy tail 
and spout wedding rice.  
I’ll be a whale! 
Vote NO once 
Vote NO twice 
Let’s keep Minnesota nice! (Riley). 

A benefit of promoting the Vote No message at the Fair is that it will be seen by so 

many people. This audience could be supporters of the campaign, people who will 

be voting yes, and undecided voters. In this case, small-scale pieces were able to 

have a very large audience.  

Another way to reach a large audience outside of a public event like the 

Minnesota State Fair is though large scale marketing such as billboards. Joan 

Vorderbruggen, leader of “Artists in Storefronts,” commissioned a billboard 

designed by the Guerrilla Girls. The group, an “anonymous women’s political art 

collective that often appears in gorilla masks” told Vorderbruggen after she 

contacted them through their website that this type of project is “exactly the kind of 

work they wanted to do” (Boehm). Using a silent auction to raise $2,500 for rental of 

the billboard, Vorderbruggen committed to the project knowing that the Guerrilla 

Girls had full creative control (Boehm). The final product was put on display in 

September 2012 and references a remark given by Michele Bachmann in 2011 

regarding civil rights. While the Vote No message was used on the billboards tag 

line, it has little to do with the messages promoted by Minnesotans United for All 
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Families campaign, and the campaign did not sanction or support it because it was 

off message.  

As discussed in Chapter 3, the campaign had reasons behind all of their 

messaging, with each word chosen carefully. The billboard seems to not have made 

the splash that the Guerrilla Girls are known for creating with their in-your-face 

artworks. Certainly, the press ignored it and it did not become a wide topic of 

debate. While billboards are a highly visible way for artists to spread a message on a 

social or political issue, I believe this can be considered an example of an attempt 

that was not successful. To clarify, while it was successful in being seen by many 

people passing by, it did not promote the Vote No message effectively. The billboard 

did not highlight the same messaging or topics being promoted by the Minnesotans 

United for All Families campaign, and therefore viewers may have been confused 

about where this messaging was coming from. To maximize effectiveness, perhaps 

the billboard should have utilized the collaborative model shown to be successful 

for other artist’s campaign efforts and worked with the campaign and its message. It 

is important for the arts to become involved in social and political issues, but the 

arts must also be careful in how they are deciding to engage with an issue. Ideally, 

the arts will aid in communicating campaign messages and goals effectively, 

successfully, and using similar targeted messaging strategies as the campaign 

organization itself.  

Arts Community United: Staying in Touch  

In the spring of 2012, after many organizations came out in support of the 

Vote No campaign, organizers set up a one-stop shop for news related to the 

marriage amendment and the arts. Set up as a Facebook page, Arts Community 

United offered a way for artists and arts organizations to stay in touch with events 

that supported both the arts and the campaign. The page also served as a way to 

update people on the current list of arts organizations that have officially opposed 

the proposed marriage amendment. For artists, the page offered many opportunities 

such as calls for artist participation in upcoming events or exhibits, reminders and 

deadlines for participation, and also organized happy hours where artists could get 
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together and discuss ways they were being involved in the campaign as well as 

brainstorm what they could do next.  

Finally, Arts Community United serves as an important example because 

while so many artists are finding ways to volunteer, market, or fundraise for the 

campaign, it becomes difficult to stay up to date on everything going on. As 

important as it was to serve the campaign, it is also important to highlight the ways 

artists are became involved. A gathering place such as the Arts Community United 

Facebook page allowed for art organizations, artists, and supporters of the arts to 

educate themselves on what is available for participation, attendance, or general 

campaign updates.  
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Chapter 5: Arts Organizations   
 

Minnesota’s arts community is made up of a variety of people and 

organizations. I consider the main categories of the state’s arts community to be 

artists, arts organizations, and arts supporters. Chapter 4 focused on artist 

involvement in the marriage amendment campaign, but artists were not the only 

driving force of involvement by the arts. Arts organizations also played a major role 

in campaigning against the proposed marriage amendment to Minnesota’s 

constitution.  

Endorsement  

On May 14, 2012, fifty-three Minnesota arts organizations announced their 

opposition to the proposed marriage amendment. At a press conference at the 

Illusion Theater several members of the arts community took to the microphone to 

speak about why it was important for their organizations, and themselves, to come 

out against the amendment. While addressing why it is important to vote “no” on 

November 6th, Sheila Smith, Executive Director of Minnesota Citizens for the Arts 

said “Passage of this amendment would hang a 'not welcome' sign on our borders to 

a significant portion of the creative community and would cause damage to our 

image as a great place to be an artist" (Aslanian).  

By early June 2012, there were 100 arts organizations endorsing the 

Minnesota United for All Families campaign. At the end of August 2012, there were 

109 arts organizations endorsing the Minnesota United for All Families campaign. 

This number continued to grow all the way up to Election Day.  

The Rules 

It benefits arts organizations all over Minnesota to have an advocacy 

organization such as Minnesota Citizens for the Arts working to give the arts a voice 

in the political realm. Arts organizations do not only need to take a passive role, 

however, they can do their part by keeping informed, updated, and more. Although 
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there are rules to their involvement, arts organizations have the ability to take an 

active role in advocating for the arts, and other issues. 

The Difference between Candidate and Issue Campaigns 

Nonprofits are not allowed to engage in partisan politics. That is, nonprofits 

cannot participate in the political realm as it relates to supporting or opposing any 

political candidates or political parties. While arts organizations can become 

involved in political issues, they cannot distribute messages that tell their audience 

candidates whom they should vote for or not vote for. Arts organizations and other 

nonprofits are not allowed to financially support political campaigns, distribute any 

funds for political campaigns, or allow their space to be used for political 

fundraising (although the campaign can use the space if paying like any other rental 

customer). 

However, nonprofit organizations are allowed to engage heavily in issue 

campaigns up to a dollar limit according to their budget size. Nonprofit 

organizations, 501(c)3’s, are able to organize meetings and educate legislators and 

other elected officials on issues in the arts community. Advocating for an issue and 

educating on the subject allows an arts organization to speak as much as they feel is 

appropriate on the subject. There is no legal limit to how much the organization can 

spread the message as long as they are meeting all requirements of being classified 

as a 501(c)3 organization. 

Reporting: Issue Campaigns 

Some involvement by arts organizations, as a nonprofit 501(c)3 organization, 

may require reporting. Organizations can contribute things that have no cost to the 

organization. Website links, posts to social media, emailing membership lists, 

including website messaging regarding the amendment, and the board’s 

endorsement of the campaign require little to no money spent by the nonprofit. 

State Reporting 

If an arts organization spends under $5,000 cumulatively, the organization 

does not need to report those resources to the state. Once overall contributions to 
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the campaign go over $5,000 reports would need to be filed by arts organizations to 

the Minnesota Campaign Finance Board. 

Lobbying Expenses Reporting Requirements 

<$100 Not reportable. 

$100-$5,000 No reporting to the state, but organizations should submit an in-

kind reporting form to the campaign. Arts organizations should 

keep copies of these records. Reporting responsibility is owned by 

the campaign. 

>$5,000 Includes both cash and in-kind contributions the organization has 

made to the campaign. The Minnesota Campaign Finance Board 

will require that forms are filed that describe where this money 

came from. 

(Minnesota Citizens for the Arts) 

 

Federal Reporting 

Even staff time can be volunteered, but the cost of that time must not equal 

over $100 if the organization does not want to report the activity.  In terms of in-

kind donations to the issue campaign, there is no dollar limit to what an arts 

organization can donate. However, Minnesota Citizens for the Arts adds that “they 

are considered lobbying expenses for federal IRS purposes, and must therefore be 

insubstantial relative to all the other charitable work your organization does” 

(Minnesota Citizens for the Arts).  

The percentage of a nonprofit’s budget that can be marked for lobbying 

depends on the overall budget of the organization. Minnesota Citizens for the Arts 

reports that organizations can spend based on this table of unrestricted budgeting 

amounts: 

Unrestricted Annual Budget Percentage Available for Lobbying 

$0-$500,000 20% 
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$500,000-$1,000,000 $100,000 + 15% of excess over $500,000 

$1,000,000-$1,500,000 $175,000+10% of excess over $1,000,000 

$1,500,000-17,000,000 $225,000+5% of excess over $1,500,000 

>$17,000,000 Restricted to $1,000,000 

EXAMPLE: Budget of $1,250,000 would mean that the organization's 

spending limit is $175,000 + ($1,250,000-$1,000,000 = $250,000... x 10% = 

$25,000) = $200,000 (Minnesota Citizens for the Arts). 

Minnesota Citizens for the Arts  

As a key coalition builder for those in the arts community opposing the 

marriage amendment, Minnesota Citizens for the Arts published on their website all 

of the reasons they became involved in opposing the marriage amendment. 

Minnesota Citizens for the Arts lists their four reasons for becoming involved on 

their website. The four reasons for endorsing the Minnesotans United for All 

Families campaign are: 

1. “Minnesota's creative community thrives because of the contributions of all 

kinds of creative people.”  

As Sheila Smith stated at the press conference in May 2012, the organization feels 

that it if the marriage amendment passes it will make some people feel unwelcome 

in our state. The arts are such an important part of Minnesota's culture that showing 

we do not support same-sex marriages would ostracize some of the people that help 

the arts community thrive. The heart of their argument for opposing the 

amendment is simply that it contradicts the golden rule, and upholding the golden 

rule is the kind of place Minnesota is and should be.  

2. “Our arts community, of which we are a part, is already organizing itself in 

opposition to the amendment.”  

3. Minnesota Citizens for the Arts is part of an arts community made up of many 

opponents to the marriage amendment. The organization joining with the 

Minnesotans United for All Families campaign, along with other 

organizations endorsing, shows that Minnesota’s arts community is united.  
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“MCA's board long ago adopted and abides by a nondiscrimination policy 

which includes sexual orientation.”  

This policy reads:  

“Minnesota Citizens for the Arts believes that the diversity of Minnesota’s artistic 

and cultural resources and traditions is what makes this state so rich and vibrant. 

MCA will create and abide by policies that increase and support diversity and 

access within the organization and will provide leadership to the field in advancing 

arts opportunities for all Minnesotans. MCA will ensure that our programs are 

available to all Minnesotans regardless of age; religion, cultural, ethnic and racial 

differences; physical and mental abilities; economic status; gender; sexual 

orientation; and geography.” (Minnesota Citizens for the Arts) 

4. “Nonprofits can, and should take a stand on issues.” 

Minnesota Council of Nonprofits 

Similarly to Minnesota Citizens for the Arts, the Minnesota Council of 

Nonprofits released its reasons for opposing the marriage amendment. While it does 

not address the arts community directly it is important to review the Council's 

reasons for opposing the amendment, because many nonprofit arts organizations 

would potentially be reviewing this argument when deciding whether or not to 

endorse the Vote No campaign. Minnesota Citizens for the Arts includes the 

Minnesota Council of Nonprofits reasoning for endorsing the campaign on their 

website. The Council's reasons for opposing the marriage amendment include: 

 “Placing this amendment on the ballot has serious negative consequences for 

the ability of nonprofits to do their work.”  

This amendment, the Council says, would make it harder for nonprofits' abilities to 

serve the groups it is in their missions to serve. 

 “The amendment is inconsistent with the spirit of the Minnesota 

Constitution.”  

The council feels that it is unnecessary for there to be a marriage amendment when 

Minnesota law already prohibits same-sex marriage. 
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 “The tactic of amending the constitution to put the rights of a minority to a 

popular vote is inconsistent with the civil rights traditions of Minnesota.” 

Walker Art Center 

Among the arts organizations opposing the marriage amendment is the 

Walker Art Center. Ryan French, Director of Marketing and Public Relations for the 

Walker described the organization’s decision to become involved in the Minnesota 

United for All Families campaign by saying “as a contemporary art center, it is 

critical to our mission that we reflect our world, the world of today. It is important 

for the Walker to commit itself to not limiting the freedoms of the artists, audiences 

and our valued members” (Minnesotans United for All Families). An article in the 

May 2012 Walker Magazine adds more information regarding the museums 

endorsement of the Minnesotans United for All Families campaign: “We’re honored 

to stand with our coworkers, friends, artists, and audiences who are gay and lesbian 

and to stand beside thousands of colleagues in the business, cultural, community-

based, and faith communities in this cause” (Walker Art Center). Furthermore, 

But why do we do it? First and foremost, we believe it is the ethical stance. 

We affirm that love is love, and that the Minnesota Constitution—a document 

created to define rights instead of impose restrictions—should not be 

amended to make value judgments about love. Further, the Walker long ago 

adopted policies and hiring practices that embrace diversity and reject 

discrimination of all kinds; these policies are respectful of sexual orientation. 

 

But beyond that, we realize that creative communities like ours thrive when 

we can all be ourselves. The immensely talented people we work with 

include many who are gay and lesbian, and we support them and see them as 

friends and equals. We also recognize that the healthiest creative climates 

are open to all. To foster creativity, to attract artists and audiences, and to 

grow the state’s economy during difficult times, we believe we must be 

welcoming to all, regardless of the gender of their loved ones. (Walker Art 

Center) 
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What Next? 

Since it is legal for arts organizations to become involved in political issues, 

there are a number of ways an organization can become active. For the arts 

organizations endorsing the Minnesota United for All Families campaign, Sheila 

Smith put together a “took kit” to be distributed to each organization upon 

endorsement. This tool kit includes suggestions for ways each organization can 

become involved in the campaign, messaging, logo images, and an in-kind reporting 

form. Minnesotans United for All Families gives ten ways in their tool kit (available 

on the Minnesota Citizens for the Arts website) in which arts organizations could be 

involved in the marriage amendment campaign. The ten suggestions for engaging 

with the campaign are: 

1. Begin by endorsing the campaign. 

2. Get the word out! Organizations have a built-in audience of customers, 

patrons, member, boards, volunteers, and staff they can encourage to join in 

the campaign. These groups can also become engaged if the organization 

organizes and hosts a night at the phone bank. 

3. Arts organizations can offer facility space for events, contribute phone lines, 

supplies, etc. 

4. Help to connect membership, volunteers, etc. to the campaign. This allows for 

campaign staff to reach out to an extended group of supporters. It also helps 

to save the arts organization time, by allowing campaign staff to reach out to 

lists directly. For campaign purposes, this can also bring about new 

volunteers and consistent messaging. 

5. When arts organizations are distributing regular communications with 

membership groups, or other external groups, it would be helpful if they 

include a message about supporting the Minnesota United for All Families 

campaign and include a link to the campaign website (www.mnunited.org). 

This same message can be included on internal communications to staff, 

volunteers, and the board. 

http://www.mnunited.org/
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6. When arts organizations are hosting events, allow campaign staff or 

volunteers to talk to attendees about supporting and engaging with the 

campaign. 

7. Campaign volunteers can also attend internal events, such as board meetings. 

8. Donate staff time for volunteering for the campaign. 

9. Help to increase visibility and market the campaign by placing marketing 

materials in visible places in the arts organization's building, events, studios, 

etc. 

10. When there is one month before it is time for the public to vote, it would be 

helpful for arts organizations to place the signage in public facing areas 

(outside of the building or the windows) to show that the organization is 

backing the campaign to those passing by, not necessarily patrons of the 

organization. 

Along with the ten ways organizations can engage in the campaign, the 

Minnesota United for all Families campaign also submits key dates that 

organizations can become involved. This way, key dates are all in one place so 

organizations can be informed and involved without having to hunt down 

information themselves. Since this campaign is not each organization’s primary 

mission or reason for being a nonprofit organization, it benefits the campaign most 

to make information sharing and involvement, volunteering, and messaging as easy 

to access as possible. Key events provided by the campaign span from April 2012 all 

the way until Election Day. Examples of what is listed include door knocking dates, 

Twin Cities Pride weekend, and reminders to send messages to all contacts with the 

message of voting no in November.  

Arts organizations have the ability to bring an increased awareness to 

involvement by the arts in political and social issues. Artists can bring attention to 

an issue and collaborate to increase the spread of their message, but arts 

organizations have the advantage of using their size to bring awareness to a new 

level. This does not mean that arts organizations are superior to artists in engaging 

with political campaigns, but they may be able to engage in avenues that are more 

difficult for artists. For example, arts organizations often have significant mailing 
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lists and can broadcast messages to a large audience. Arts organizations also have 

the benefit of being a venue, and can incorporate one campaign message into 

audiences that are present for a variety of events. Working together, artists and arts 

organizations have shown they can reach a large portion of Minnesota’s population 

to accomplish a shared goal. 
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Chapter 6: Theoretical 
Perspectives 

Campaign Messaging 

For Minnesotans United for All Families marketing campaign, each word and 

color for Vote No messaging was carefully chosen. An additional element to 

campaign messaging is the messenger. Brian Harrison reviewed the use of LGBT 

(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender) community members as the messenger in his 

paper “Not That There’s Anything Wrong with That: The Effect of Personalized 

Appeals on Marriage Equality Campaigns.” According to Harrison, a strategy used by 

organizations supporting same-sex marriage is to use LGBT individuals as a kind of 

personalized approach to delivering a message. Harrison disputes this strategy 

because “competing theoretical traditions (e.g., Allport’s contact theory, group 

threat, implicit bias) raise questions about whether this strategy has the desired 

effect” (325). The purpose of Harrison’s paper was to explain results from a field 

experiment that showed when people were solicited for donations, callers who self-

identified as being LGBT were less effective than callers who did not self-identify. 

The success of those that did not self-identify suggests “that personalization has a 

negative effect on persuasion efforts” (Harrison, 325). The strategy to personalize 

campaign messaging was used during the time leading up to California’s Proposition 

8 vote in 2008. Harrison describes that campaign volunteers were instructed during 

Proposition 8 solicitations to deliver messages on a personal level.  

Theoretically, this personalization strategy would be supported by Allport’s 

contact hypothesis and organizations would expect positive results from 

approaching their target audience with personalized messaging. Based on a review 

of several contact theory studies, Harrison concludes that “there is clear evidence to 

suggest that contact with individuals who self-identify as gay or lesbian may reduce 

bias toward the group and increase support for gay rights issues like marriage 

equality as well” (328). However, Harrison argues that there is a potential for 

unwanted consequences when group threat and implicit bias factor into the 
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strategy.  While group threat theory is primarily used to discuss topics of race, it can 

also be applied to campaigning for same-sex marriage support. While contact theory 

suggests that large groups of one community help to reduce prejudice and bias 

toward others in the population though increased interactions, group threat theory 

suggests that it actually creates prejudices (Dixon, 2180). Implicit bias, while also 

used to discuss many racial topics, can also apply to campaigning for same-sex 

marriage. Implicit bias, Margaret Crouch explains, “is bias of which we are not aware 

but which can be detected in certain test situations” (Crouch, 213).  Implicit biases 

may not be acknowledged or recognized by people possessing the bias, and it can 

prevent someone from recognizing flaws in their own reasoning (Crouch, 220).  

Contact Theory Drawbacks 

Any campaign approach will have advantages and drawbacks. Personalizing 

a message can have this same effect. Hearing a message from someone who 

identifies with the issue may positively increase the likelihood of the message 

recipient to sympathize or agree with the messenger. A personalization strategy has 

the potential to increase an audience’s sense of credibility with the messenger. 

However, these same attributes can be seen as harmful similarities between the 

campaign’s goals and the identity of the messenger. Those receiving the message 

could question the messenger’s credibility as well as the credibility of the campaign 

organization simply because the messenger’s identity is so closely tied to those the 

organization the caller is serving. More importantly, according to Harrison, “a 

personalized message may shift the focus away from the larger issue (LGBT rights) 

onto the personal attributes of the caller, thus limiting the ability to generalize” 

(329).  

Contact Theory & the Arts 

 When the arts and social or political issues combine, this combination creates 

a foundation where the artists and audience member are digesting potentially 

controversial topics in a way that is familiar to both parties. Artists create and 

audiences take in. Each artwork, event, or situation allows for a variety of results 
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and reactions, but the equation is always the same. Even with an audience 

involvement component, there is still a desired result of the audience taking in some 

kind of message or information. Regardless of the subject matter, artists will always 

create, and the audience will view that creation and interpret it how they see fit. An 

individual’s interpretation of a piece can range from positive to negative, and all of 

the grey area in between.  

What is important to note is that the relationship is the same, and that is why 

the arts have such a powerful role in social and political topics. While a painter may 

only paint, that person can paint about anything they choose. That painter has the 

option of bringing any issue to the forefront of their work. By choosing a political or 

social issue, this painter then broadcasts a certain message to all of their audience, 

patrons, or viewers. Artists have the power to promote messages of inclusiveness, 

equal rights, acceptance, and respect. I would argue that there is a place for the arts 

relationship with the proposed marriage amendment in contact theory.  

Allport lists conditions that can reduce intergroup prejudice such as “equal 

status, common goals, intergroup coordination, and the support of authorities, law 

or customs” (Harrison, 328). I believe that the arts can assist in some of these 

methods to reduce antagonism toward different groups of people. Specifically to this 

thesis, that the arts can assist in the discussion of same-sex marriage by using art to 

bridge awareness between those who support same-sex marriage and those who 

are undecided or against same-sex marriage. 

Experiment Outcome 

Harrison’s field experiment consisted of phone banks soliciting for donations 

and volunteers in Iowa. His findings went against the idea that a personalization 

strategy is an effective approach to campaign messaging. Specifically, “framing the 

issue of marriage quality on individual terms by callers self-identifying as a member 

of the LGBT community ultimately limits the ability of contact to lead to more 

support of minority groups as predicted by Allport’s contact theory” (Harrison, 

338). These findings suggest that campaigns should not use a self-identifying 

strategy to target donors or potential volunteers. However, there is still room for the 



 

54 
 

arts in bridging the gap between awareness surrounding same-sex marriage and 

marriage equality. While the personalization strategy does not work for staple 

campaign efforts, the arts have a unique relationship between artists and audiences. 

Artists have the ability to create the discussion around equality, inclusion, 

community, and acceptance. Self-identifying may aid in the relationship between the 

artist and the audience. Just because one theory does not work for one aspect of a 

campaign does not mean that others cannot use the ideas and create their own 

interpretation of the theory. Perhaps the arts can assist in finding ways to bridge the 

gap between marriage inequality and marriage equality.  
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Conclusion 
 

Even when selecting only a few examples of how the arts have been involved 

in social and political issues, there seems to be many ways that the arts can be 

involved. In all aspects of advocacy and marketing, it seems that the arts can play a 

role. The arts are capable of fundraising, marketing, spreading a message through 

phone banks, door to door activity, and, of course, through a variety of 

performances and artworks. All of these strategies were used in efforts to defeat the 

proposed marriage amendment to Minnesota’s state constitution. 

Advantages of Involvement 

While political campaigns are underway, voters are used to being overloaded 

with campaign commercials, advertisements, and flyers. An advantage of the arts 

involvement in social or political issues is that they offer a fresh variety of marketing 

opportunities. In contrast to larger campaign organization strategies, the arts have 

the ability to spread the same messages, but in different ways. Through painting, 

song, theater performances, and other mediums artists have helped to spread the 

Vote No message officially and unofficially for the Minnesotans United for All 

Families campaign. Visual artists dedicated artwork and exhibitions around the 

issue of same-sex marriage. Actors spread messages of equality though 

performances dedicated to the support of same-sex marriage. Artists also assisted in 

marketing materials such as creating large quantity of prints with the Vote No 

message, advertising for both the Minnesotans United for All Families campaign and 

the studio that designed the work.  

Involvement by the arts in political and social issues is not always effective. 

Similarly to artwork created around other topics, artwork created around an issue 

can be controversial, as we have seen when artists reacted to the September 11th 

terrorist attacks. With the numerous examples of ways the arts can respond to an 

issue, it is unlikely that all involvement will be positively received. Still, is all 

publicity good publicity? It is at least more promising to see numerous examples of 

artwork around a topic than to have a smaller range of artwork with fewer 
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opportunities of impact. Examples from previous chapters show that typically 

artwork is received positively and is used to spread awareness, engage with voters, 

and also to aid in healing after tragic events.  

The arts in Minnesota have a special advantage over many other cities and 

states when it comes to social and political involvement because of the sheer 

numbers of artists, arts organizations, and arts supporters that are represented in 

the state. If utilized by campaigns, the Minnesota arts community has the power to 

assist greatly in efforts to pass or defeat an issue. As is shown by data from surveys 

given to Minnesotan artists, it is also highly likely that this group will be willing to 

engage in social and political issues, as they are likely to volunteer and vote. With 

the presence of numerous arts organizations in the state, artists are not the only 

individuals in the arts to have a voice in an issue. Arts administrators, leaders, and 

supporters are also ready to become active in political and social issues.  

Opportunities for Involvement 

Aside from creating artwork that relates to the marriage amendment, there 

have been many ways that the arts became involved in the Vote No campaign. A 

significant example of involvement by the arts was through fundraising. Many arts 

organizations and artists hosted or participated in events with donations, entry fees, 

or proceeds of sales going directly to organizations that worked to defeat the 

marriage amendment or promote same-sex marriage. Already holding a large 

number of events on a regular basis, the arts have a built-in opportunity for 

fundraising efforts. Rather than donating to a campaign online, audiences and 

patrons have the added bonus of engaging with the arts while still donating to a 

cause that they are passionate about.  

The arts have an excellent ability of using their talent and incorporating 

fundraising components, messaging, or other essential campaign strategies. 

However, artists do not have to rely solely on their artistic talents to become 

involved. Traditional campaign activities such as phone banks, signature gathering 

for petitions, rallying, door-to-door marketing, having conversations with undecided 

voters, are strategies that are open to everyone regardless of profession.  
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Another significant and largely successful strategy the arts have used to 

become involved in social or political issues is through collaboration. Collaborating 

can happen on a variety of levels, all previously used in state issues. Artists can 

collaborate with other artists to hold fundraising events or create larger scale 

exhibitions with social themes that will share the benefits of increased publicity. As 

an added element of collaboration, these artists can also partner with a campaign to 

enjoy additional event promotion and a way to contribute to an issue important to 

themselves as artists. Arts organizations can also collaborate with other art 

organizations. For example, with the proposed marriage amendment, over one 

hundred organizations officially endorsed the Minnesotans United for All Families 

campaign and created instant headlines highlighting the overwhelming presence of 

the arts support of the Vote No campaign. Regardless of the group becoming 

involved in campaign or advocacy efforts, there is always power in numbers. 

Individual artists can also step outside of their discipline and join forces with other 

interests for a common goal, as shown in the collaboration in the Clean Water, Land 

and Legacy campaign. The arts provide a seemingly endless list of possible ways to 

engage in political and social issues.  

Impact 

Not only can artists be involved in an issue important to them, they can also 

assist in spreading a message that others are passionate about. Likewise, artists can 

also assist in creating a dialogue for people who are unsure of their position in a 

certain issue, or who even hold an opinion opposite to the artists. One thing art will 

always do is create a dialogue between the artist and the viewer. This relationship 

can be soothing, volatile, nostalgic, uncomfortable, or any combination of potential 

reactions. Audiences watch a performance because they appreciate the artistic 

medium and enjoy supporting the arts community. The artist and audience 

relationship is something that both parties seek out. This relationship can also be 

used to confront important social and political issues head on. By combining social 

or political issues with the arts, both the arts and the audiences are receiving the 

information in a format that is meaningful for them. This is not to say that the 
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subject matter is meaningful or comfortable for all parties involved, but the 

audience will be in an environment where they feel comfortable with a delivery 

method they support, and the artist will be capitalizing on their talent to begin a 

potentially uncomfortable topic. It could be that the audience is already supportive 

of the artist’s cause, but this will not always be the case. When the audience is not 

fully supportive of the artist’s political interests, it is no less important for the artist 

to deliver their message. When such a large group of Minnesota’s population is in 

some way a part of the arts community, such talent can and must be used to its full 

potential. Artists may not always agree on what side of an issue they fall on, but 

engaging in political and social issues should be an easy decision.  

The sense of community among different arts and artists has the power to 

make Minnesota and the country at large a place where the arts can thrive. Artists 

who are proud to make Minnesota their home should do their best to make sure 

“home” is exactly what they want it to be. To me, home is a place where the arts are 

fully appreciated as a benefit to Minnesota’s economy, environment, tradition and 

history. Based on what I have learned from researching the strength of the arts 

community in Minnesota, I have never been more proud to call this place my home. 
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Epilogue  
 

On November 6, 2012, Minnesota became the first state in the country to 

defeat a constitutional amendment to limit marriage equality. Although it was a 

close race, the amendment received just over 52% “No” votes (including blank ballot 

responses, which were counted as no votes). In another historic turn for Election 

Day 2012, Maine, Maryland and Washington voted to allow gay marriage. Following 

the amendment results, Minnesotans United for All Families Campaign Manager 

Richard Carlbom released a statement summarizing the hard work that lead to the 

amendment’s defeat as well as the effects the amendment can have on Minnesota’s 

future: 

Today, the people of Minnesota spoke loudly and clearly and became the first 

state in the country to defeat this kind of hurtful, freedom-limiting 

amendment. They said no to limiting the freedom of committed and loving 

couples in Minnesota, they said no to singling out and excluding one group of 

people from a basic freedom just because of who they are, and they said no to 

telling some people it’s illegal to marry the person they love. 

 

The strength of this campaign was our thousands of volunteers, and our 

broad and diverse coalition of partners. This campaign did something that 

has never been done before: it brought together people of all faiths, in all 

communities, and of all political affiliations on the principle that freedom 

means freedom for everybody. The strength of those who have come 

together and worked to defeat this amendment was rewarded today, and 

without their work, this would not have been possible. 

 

This campaign has changed the course of politics in our state forever. Over 

the course of the last year and a half, we’ve sparked an honest, statewide 

conversation about why marriage matters and who should have the freedom 

to participate in it. Today, Minnesotans voted in favor of love, freedom, and 
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fairness – because that’s what this state is about. (Carlbom, Minnesotans 

United for All Families) 

I have shared the entirety of the press release because I believe that it not 

only sums up the amazing Vote No campaign, but it also sums up the arts 

community’s involvement in the campaign. Artists, arts organizations, and arts 

supporters were among the many volunteers that worked tirelessly to spread the 

Vote No message. While the amendment’s defeat was a victory for Minnesotans 

United for All Families volunteers, board members, and supporters it was also a 

victory for the arts becoming involved so heavily in a social and political issue. 

The Vote No campaign successfully brought together people from different 

communities, and on a more focused scale the same thing happened within the arts 

community. Large museums endorsed the campaign alongside smaller galleries. 

Artists partnered with campaign volunteers to fundraise for the campaign. 

Experienced dancers met with novice dancers to perform a flash mob dance in the 

middle of Hennepin Avenue. The success of the contributions made by the arts 

community is due to the united nature of the group. By collaborating between arts 

organizations, or with other artists, as well as with outside organizations, the arts 

community was able to spread the message to Vote No far and wide.  

That chilly November night, it seemed as if the vote would be too close to call, 

or that it could tip in favor of supporting the amendment. Minutes felt like hours, 

and emotions ran high in the St. Paul River Centre as supporters of the Minnesotans 

United for All Families campaign waited on the results of their hard work. As I stood 

in that crowded room watching large screens show constant updates of the results, I 

realized that the arts had won regardless of the results of the marriage amendment. 

After all of the effort and excitement put forth by the arts community, I have no 

doubt that Minnesota’s arts community is going to continue to engage with political 

and social issues. From what I have seen, the arts community here has the toolkit, 

the enthusiasm, and the commitment necessary to be successful in many future 

political endeavors. As I graduate with my master’s degree, looking towards a future 

serving the arts, I can say wholeheartedly that I cannot wait to join in on the many 

political adventures to come. Well done, Minnesota!       
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Appendix A 

States with Amendments Banning Same Sex Marriage (in order 

of amendment year): 

1. Alabama 

2. Alaska 

3. Arizona 

4. Arkansas 

5. California 

6. Colorado 

7. Florida 

8. Georgia 

9. Idaho 

10. Kansas 

11. Kentucky 

12. Louisiana 

13. Michigan 

14. Mississippi 

15. Missouri 

16. Montana 

17. Nebraska 

18. Nevada 

19. North Carolina 

20. North Dakota 

21. Ohio 

22. Oklahoma 

23. Oregon 

24. South Carolina 

25. South Dakota 

26. Tennessee 

27. Texas 

28. Utah 

29. Virginia 

30. Wisconsin 
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Appendix B 

List of Arts Organizations Endorsing the Minnesotans United for 

All Families Campaign: 

1. air sweet air GALLERY 

2. Altered Esthetics 

3. American Composers Forum 

4. Anderson Center (Red Wing) 

5. Articulture 

6. Artists in Storefronts 

7. Bedlam Theatre 

8. Big Table Studio (business) 

9. Bloomington Theatre and Art 

Center 

10. Box Wine Theatre 

11. Burton Art Studios (business) 

12. Calliope Women’s Chorus 

13. Cantus 

14. Children’s Theatre Company 

15. Coffee House Press 

16. Crown Trout Jewelers (business) 

17. Duluth Art Institute 

18. Echoes of Peace Choir 

19. Electric Fetus (Duluth business) 

20. Emily Johnson/Catalyst 

21. FEASTMpls 

22. First Avenue & 7th Street Entry 

23. The Flower Shop Project 

24. Forecast Public Art 

25. Form + Content Gallery 

26. Franconia Sculpture Park 

27. Frank Theatre 

28. Freshwater Theatre 

29. Frozen River Film Festival 

30. Gadfly Theatre 

31. The Gergorian Singers 

32. Greywolf Press 

33. Guthrie Theater 

34. Hennepin Theatre Trust 

35. Highpoint Center for Printmaking 

36. History Theatre 

37. Hopewell North Music Cooperative 

38. Illusion Theater 

39. In the Heart of the Beast Theater 

40. Intermedia Arts 

41. Ivey Awards 

42. Jungle Theater 

43. James Sewell Ballet 

44. Kate Sommers Photography 

(business) 

45. Keane Sense of Rhythm, Inc Tap 

Dance 

46. The Loft Literary Center 

47. Loring Park Art Festival 

48. Lunalux (business) 

49. Milkweed Editions 



 

66 
 

50. Min Enterprises Photography, LLC 

(business) 

51. Minnesota Center for Book Arts 

52. Minnesota Chorale 

53. Minnesota Citizens for the Arts 

54. Minnesota Freedom Band 

55. Minnesota Museum of American 

Art 

56. Minnesota Opera 

57. Minnesota Orchestra Musician’s 

Association 

58. Minnesota Philharmonic Orchestra 

59. Minnesota Playlist 

60. Minnesota Theater Alliance 

61. Misplaced Music 

62. Mixed Blood Theatre Company 

63. The Moving Company Theater 

64. Mu Performing Arts 

65. Nautilus Music-Theater 

66. New Bohemian Artist Coop 

67. Off Leash Area 

68. One Voice Mixed Chorus 

69. Open Eye Figure Theatre 

70. Ordway Center for Performing 

Arts 

71. Pangea World Theater 

72. Patrick's Cabaret 

73. Penumbra Theatre Company 

74. Periscope Artist Management 

(business) 

75. Pillsbury House Theatre 

76. Playwrights’ Center 

77. Purple Ray Pictures 

78. Rebel Ink Printing (business) 

79. Red Eye Collaboration 

80. Rochester Art Center 

81. Rochester Civic Theatre 

82. Rosalux Gallery 

83. The Rose Ensemble 

84. Rosetown Playhouse 

85. Rox Minneapolis Jewelry 

(business) 

86. Rhythmically Speaking 

87. Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra 

88. Sandbox Theatre 

89. Savage Umbrella 

90. Schubert Club 

91. Skewed Visions 

92. The Soap Factory 

93. Soo Visual Art Center 

94. The Southern Theater 

95. Springboard for the Arts 

96. Stages Theatre Company 

97. Stuart Pimsler Dance & Theater 

98. The Suicide Commandos Punk 

Rock Band 

99. Table Salt Productions 

100. Ten Thousand Things Theater 

101. Textile Center  

102. Theater Latte Da 

103. Theatre B 

104. Theatre Pro Rata 
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105. Theatre Unbound 

106. Town Life Magazine (business) 

107. Traffic Zone Center for Visual Art 

108. Trellage-Ferrill Architecture & 

Art (business) 

109. 20 Percent Theatre Company 

Twin Cities 

110. Twin Cities Gay Men’s Chorus 

111. Twin Cities Labor Chorus 

112. Twin Cities Musicians Union 

113. Twin Ports Bridge Festival 

114. 2d Cloud (business) 

115. Upstream Arts 

116. VocalEssence 

117. Walker Art Center 

118. Walking Shadow Theatre 

Company 

119. Women’s Art Resources of MN 

120. White Bear Center for the Arts
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