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Out on Stage: LGBT Politics of 
Entertainment Award Shows

Raffi Sarkissian

“I hope you’re not disappointed 
that there won’t be a big coming 
out speech tonight because I 
already did my coming out about 
a thousand years ago… But now, 
apparently, I’m told that every 
celebrity is expected to honor the 
details of their private life with 
a press conference, a fragrance, 
and a primetime reality show.”
    – Jodie Foster, 2013 Golden      
      Globes

When Jodie Foster took the stage to accept the 
Cecil B. DeMille Lifetime Achievement award 
at the 2013 Golden Globes ceremony, she not 
only unleashed a stream of criticism towards 
expectations from public figures to make an 
announcement and spectacle of private matters 
(in her case, the official disclosure of her sexual 
orientation), but also made evident the power of 
the podium to command cultural capital as well 
as the strong relationship between the award show 
stage and social politics. Despite Foster’s plea for 
privacy, the chatter and criticism that followed 
her speech focused more on her muddled and 
indirect coming out rhetoric at a time when gay 
visibility, particularly at these big industry kudos-
fests, was at a peak. Thus, it only managed to direct 
more attention to the way issues like gender and 
sexuality operate in Hollywood both on and off the 
screen. 

The politics of visibility, ideological motives of 
the industry, and effects of mass mediated images, 
particularly in film and on television, have long 
been tied to issues of representation. Nowhere has 
this been clearer than at the public podium, for the 
open stages at the Oscars and the Emmys have 
and continue to be cultural symbols of acceptance 
in various meanings of the term. Concerns 
for minority representation have been present 
throughout much of the time we have had a mass 
entertainment medium and they show no signs of 
resolution. For example, a 2012 Los Angeles Times 
investigation made headlines when it reported 
that Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 
Sciences voters (Oscar judges) are overwhelmingly 
white (94%), overwhelming male (77%), and 
overwhelmingly older with a high median age of 
62 (86% over 50).1 While the implicit critique in 
these statistics – and the explicit critique in annual 
articles on representation at the Oscars2 – refers 
predominantly to a lack of racial and gender 
diversity in the nominee pools, this paper will 
explore the politics of LGBT representation at 
these award shows. 

Seeing as LGBT characters, since their 
increasing presence in film and television from 
the 1990s and on, often fare better than racial 
minorities in industry accolades, I examine some 
of the conditions and implications of awarding 
LGBT content and artists. I argue that the relative 
prevalence of LGBT awards attention is often 
due to Hollywood’s politics of limited liberalism 
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With hundreds of millions of dollars spent by 
studios on campaigning every year, the awards 
circuit is an entire industry unto itself now, and one 
that also extends into various other businesses like 
TV reporting, professional blogging, daytime, late-
night interviews, festivals and special screenings, 
pre-parties and after-parties. Most importantly, 
running strong through both these back and front 
stage considerations is the immeasurable amount 
of cultural capital in circulation. By cultural capital, 
I mean values and import that are attributed – by 
the industry, by the market, and by audiences 
and participants – to titles (“Academy Award 
Winner”), statues, and stage presence, all of which 
contribute to a person’s or idea’s cultural worth. 
As James F. English asserts, awards and prizes 
deal heavily in the economy of cultural prestige.4 
With these considerations in mind, I turn to the 
specific ideologies that I argue LGBT presence in 
Oscar and Emmy award celebrations reinforce and 
perpetuate.

When television was becoming an imminent 
object of study, there was a strong debate about its 
“place” in film and media studies (much like most 
new media forms that gain popular attention). 
Early logic, as Patrice Petro explicates, consigned 
television to the realm of the passive, debased, and 
low culture that due to its focus on consumption, 
mass appeal, melodramatic content, and even its 
status as a household appliance or piece of furniture 
– the realm of the domestic – was often equated 
with the feminine.5 This was in stark opposition 
to film and technology, which carried with them 
masculine attributes of the active, artistic, and 
high cultural value. One specific example of this 

– either bestowing upon itself a bloated sense 
of self-righteous cultural-political influence or 
maintaining a post-gay rhetoric, depending on 
which medium you’re watching. By observing how 
the Oscars and the Emmys valuate LGBT diversity 
through wins and nominations, I argue that the 
acting categories of these award shows, with 
their divergent cultural messages regarding sexual 
minorities, reinforce stereotypes and perpetuate 
gendered binaries that have ideologically shaped 
film and television.

While as media scholars we often face an 
uphill battle to claim relevance and assert the 
rigor of our work and methodologies, sometimes 
there is even a hierarchy of value placed on certain 
research subjects within our respective fields. The 
lack of scholarship on award shows is perhaps due 
to their association with low culture and relevance 
to lived social conditions (much like critiques 
hurled against reality television), thus making 
it what Judith Halberstam would call a “silly 
archive.”3 However, the arguments of this paper 
are predicated on at least two specific reasons why 
award shows are fruitful sites of analysis for pop 
culture. First, award shows serve as a reflection of 
industry politics and attitudes. In this paper, I focus 
strictly on the Oscars and Emmys because they 
represent the golden standard for their respective 
mediums – an industry-wide evaluation whose 
judges cover the gamut of all creative and even 
relevant business departments in that field. While 
images and narratives of other shows like the 
Golden Globes, Broadcast Film Critics Awards, 
or SAG Awards may carry comparable weight in 
cultural capital – as Jodie Foster’s speech at the 
Globes attests – they draw from a specific branch 
or very small and unrepresentative section of their 
industry. While I recognize that when it comes to 
issues of representation (LGBT representation in 
this case) award shows are not texts to take to task 
for what are usually deep-rooted industry practices, 
they are nonetheless excellent texts to study the 
crystallization of those attitudes and practices. In 
a sense, they offer a streamlined peek into the back 
stage of Hollywood politics.

Second, they also convey more explicitly 
the front stage of the industry – the narrative 
Hollywood wants to show the world. They are 
reflections of Hollywood taste and respectability. 

Conference attendees enjoy a presentation 
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melancholic ending state of his character falls into 
a variation on the trope of the “sad young man.”11 
If we add all three female actresses who have won 
for portraying lesbian, bisexual, or trans characters 
– Hilary Swank (Boys Don’t Cry), Nicole Kidman 
(The Hours) and Charlize Theron (Monster), then 
the count goes up to seven out of eight as all the 
winning characters portrayed by female actresses 
died at the end of their films. A majority of the 
nominated male performances also fit the mold – 
Colin Firth (A Single Man), Jake Gyllenhaal and 
Heath Ledger (Brokeback Mountain), Ed Harris 
(The Hours), Javier Bardem (Before Night Falls), 
and Ian McKellen (Gods and Monsters) – on this 
list, the only openly gay actor to portray a major 
gay character. The other nominated female roles 
fared a little better – Annette Benning (The Kids 
Are All Right), Cher (Silkwood), Felicity Huffman 
(Transamerica), Judi Dench (Notes on a Scandal), 
and Julianne Moore (The Hours) all survived, 
though often not without tremendous cost. 

In striking contrast, the roles for gay characters 
and actors on television disproportionately fall into 
the comedy sitcom genre and are predominantly 
nominated in supporting categories.12 However, 
there is more variety as far as an assortment of gay 
actors playing gay characters, gay actors playing 
straight characters, and straight actors playing gay 
characters (see Figure 1). In the drama categories, 
there have only been four LGBT roles that have 
earned nominations: David (Michael C. Hall) on 
Six Feet Under, Dr. Weaver (Laura Innes) on ER, 
Kalinda (Archie Punjabi) in The Good Wife, and Ray 
Fiske (Zeljko Ivanek) in Damages (as the only gay 
male role to win in a drama category, and arguably 
a “quality” drama at that, Fiske falls in line with 
filmic conventions of killing off the queer). Ellen 
DeGeneres became and remains the only actress to 
be nominated in a lead comedy category as either 
an out lesbian actress or as a lesbian character 
(in her case, both), though she only ever won for 
writing.13 All four principal actors in Will & Grace 
took home Emmys throughout its eight-year 
run, including Eric McCormick (straight playing 
gay), Sean Hayes (closeted playing gay), and 
Megan Mullally (straight playing generally queer). 
The show was also awarded the Emmy for Best 
Comedy Series in 2000. Glee earned nominations 
for both its gay and lesbian actors, and Modern 

gendered ideology comes from Keir Keightley, 
who compares television and the simultaneous 
introduction of hi-fi as furthering this binary, 
arguing that high fidelity (high quality sound 
technology), in contrast to television, was associated 
with and marketed to masculine sensibilities6 
while television sets, as Lynn Spigel documents, 
were seen more in women’s magazine ads.7 As 
Lynn Joyrich further explores the gender dynamic 
by assessing the growing influence of melodrama 
on television content8, it comes to no surprise that 
the turn to “quality” programming in the 1990s has 
coincided with a remasculinization of the medium 
not only in content but also in production (with an 
increased focus on high definition and a cinematic 
aesthetic in cinematography, editing, and score) and 
talent (borrowing producer-directors like Steven 
Spielberg and Martin Scorsese and established 
film actors like Dustin Hoffman, Jeff Daniels, and 
Jeremy Irons).9 While this sexist paradigm might 
now seem outdated, I argue that the way LGBT 
content operates at award shows plays into and 
reinforces these gender binaries. 

The basic premise for this paper came from 
my observations throughout the years of not 
only the different roles for gay characters and gay 
actors in film versus on television, but also how 
they were valuated through industry accolades. 
When thinking of film and the Oscars, for 
example, I found that, typically, very established 
actors –established whether in their career, their 
public heterosexuality, or often both – play very 
sympathetic gay characters. These actors are lauded 
for being able to make gay characters likable and 
relatable (or at least pitiable), or in other words, 
sellable to a mainstream ticket-buying audience. 
These mostly leading and wholly dramatic roles 
hold many similar characteristics, perhaps not 
coincidentally, to classic compensatory moral 
codes that regulated Hollywood film content for 
decades.10 The most notable trope is death. Four 
of the five actors who have won the Oscar for 
playing gay – leading actors William Hurt (Kiss 
of the Spider Woman), Tom Hanks (Philadelphia), 
Sean Penn (Milk), and supporting actor 
Christopher Plummer (Beginners) – all portrayed 
characters who died by the end of the film. The 
only one who did not bite the dust was Phillip 
Seymour Hoffman’s Truman Capote, though the 
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Hollywood’s inclusion of explicitly gay content 
and talent into their more mainstream fare. While 
cable would eventually do the same for television, 
the prevalence of LGBT content on commercial 
broadcast TV pointed to the pressures to offer 
edgier content to a more sophisticated, “slumpy” 
(socially liberal, urban-minded professionals) 
demographic in order to compete with (the 
more masculine) cable content.16 The trade-off, 
however, created a lose-lose situation, in which the 
broadcast content was either neutered or highly 
stereotypical and the “quality” cable content was 
more groundbreaking but ultimately either too 
fringe or too threatening to the overtly masculine 
and heteronormative logic that shaped many of 
the top award winning shows. This is why series 
like The Sopranos, Mad Men, and Breaking Bad 
have received disproportionately more awards and 
nominations, and thus mainstream prestige, than 
more disrupting programs like Six Feet Under, 
The Wire, Queer as Folk, Oz, and The L Word. Thus, 
much like how queer and independent cinema 
largely segmented LGBT films away from the 
mainstream, which typically also distanced it from 
awards potential, “quality” cable programming did 
the same for gay content on television with lesbian 
and trans representation largely ignored (stemming 
from the systemic “problem” of marketability of/
to these groups).17 The few awards that are spared 
typify the traditional gendered binary of either 
the revered artistic, high culture value of film 
or the consuming, inoffensive (least common 
denominator) characteristics of television.

Finally, and most notably, is the rhetoric of 
Oscar and Emmy speeches that further reinforces 
the active/passive binary, particularly how one 
plays down politics whereas the other privileges it. 
With film, the nominations and especially wins are 
treated as political statements, as evidenced through 
their acceptance speeches. One need only listen to 
Tom Hanks’ achingly poetic, bleeding heart, and 
undoubtedly rehearsed speech for Philadelphia or 
Sean Penn’s condemnation of the timely passing 
of Proposition 8 during his speech for Milk to 
get a taste of this rhetoric.18 Oscar speeches 
are made out to be important steps in a linear 
progress narrative of the gay rights movement. 
Speeches made at the Emmys for winning LGBT 
performances or prominently gay-themed shows, 

Family has cleaned up the top comedy prize for 
three years running, with Eric Stonestreet (straight 
actor portraying gay character Cam) winning 
twice so far. There is also the curious phenomenon 
of gay actors playing straight characters who get 
nominated only after they come out of the closet. 
Both Neil Patrick Harris and T.R. Knight played 
existing straight characters on their shows, How I 
Met Your Mother and Grey’s Anatomy, on air for one 
and two seasons, respectively, before being outed in 
the fall of 2006. During the following Emmy cycle, 
they were both nominated in supporting roles 
for their portrayal of straight characters, almost 
serving as a congratulatory or compensatory pat 
on the back from their peers.

In assessing the meaning these patterns 
convey, genre distinction is the most easily 
discernable point of difference, followed by

gender, star power, and level of effeminate 
behavior. The scale is undoubtedly tipped more 
toward gay male roles than any other sexual 
minority, especially on television, where the 
roles are allowed to be more flamboyant and 
stereotypically “queeny” (Will, Jack, Mitch, Cam, 
Kurt, etc.). This brings into question television’s 
linking of more identifiably (stereotypically 
effeminate) gay depictions with its underlying 
commercial imperative. As the prominence of 
the gay market has largely been based on the 
stereotype of the cultured gay man with more 
disposable income than his straight counterpart 
(dual-income, no kids household),14 this linking of 
consumption by evoking the effeminate gay man 
reinscribes its ties with the feminine as the target 
audience of television. And what is more powerful 
in perpetuating the images associated with either 
television or film than the actors who take the 
stage at these awards and the ensuing press that 
circulates that capital? 

It should be stressed, however, that these are 
not claims against the various voting bodies of 
the awards shows, but rather, how they actually 
reflect a crystallization of industry beliefs and 
practices, which can be traced to various media 
and cultural trends that emerged in the 1990s. 
For example, as tolerance for and incorporation of 
LGBT content was on the rise, the materialization 
of the gay market15 coincided with the emergence 
of independent and queer cinema, perhaps curbing 
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at which the gay content is not political anymore 
because some kind of goal has been achieved 
(acceptance), conveniently suggesting a post-gay 
order. Thus, film, once again, by exhibiting a more 
passionate and proactive position (through its 
mostly straight affirmation of gay progress) is seen 
as more masculine and valued in cultural-political 
effect than the indifferent politics that perpetuates 
television’s ideological place and practice as driven 
by consumption. 

While the focus of this paper has centered on 
a particular ideology as fueled by industry beliefs 
and practices, I do not claim this assessment to 
be wholly intentional or all-encompassing, but 
rather, an opening point in a larger discussion 
about gender, media, technology, and how sexual 
orientation might now be complicating or 
contributing to such existing relationships and 
theories. As I discuss patterns in specific events, 
I do not profess my data pool to be exhaustive; I 
hope others will join me in continually expanding 
the scope of analysis when it comes to these large 
media events. Finally, as I make assertions of 
meaning tied to decisions made by people in the 
industry, I also contend that there are varying 
other considerations (some that I am limited 
from including, and others that are admittedly 
unknowable) that contribute to the outcomes of 
these awards. But, in the end, it is that outcome 
– what’s written in that envelope, how the prize 
is claimed, and how it is delivered to the masses – 
that carries so much weight. Consequently, I hope 
this paper furthers dialogue on the operation of 
the type of capital that is at work – won, earned, 
traded, and circulated –in the cultural economy of 
pop culture and award shows. 

on the other hand, are lacking in asserting almost 
any cultural-political significance. The gay nature 
of the content is usually not as important, these 
speeches indicate, as is being able to entertain and 
get laughs (or get you to keep watching and not 
offend you). This is best seen in Steven Levitan’s 
2011 Emmy acceptance speech for Best Comedy 
Series, Modern Family:

A gay couple came up to us 
and said, ‘You know, you’re not 
just making people laugh, you’re 
making them more tolerant.’ 
[Applause] And I thought to 
myself, they’re right; we are 
showing the world that there is 
absolutely nothing wrong with a 
loving, committed relationship 
between an old man and a hot, 
young woman. And looking 
around this room tonight, I see 
many of you agree.19

This undoubtedly again feeds into the 
commercial nature of much of the comedy series 
that get Emmy attention; they do not want to 
overpoliticize the content so as to maintain as many 
viewers possible and not scare away advertisers. 
And when they do bring it up, as in the above quote, 
it is coyly bypassed for a joke or mentioned in an 
off-the-cuff manner, like when Max Mutchnick 
stated, “This award really indicates a whole new 
meaning to the phrase, ‘acceptance speech’” at 
the tail end of his speech for Will & Grace’s Best 
Comedy Series win in 2000. Both examples 
insinuate that they have arrived at a certain point 
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