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This year’s Golden Globe and Screen Actors Guild Awards ceremonies featured a number of
politically charged speeches, suggesting we may also get our fair share of heated moments during
this year’s Oscars ceremony. While many are making predictions about which Oscar winners and
presenters are most likely to bring up politics this year, we decided to take a look at the Oscar



archives and chronicle some of the most memorable political moments from ceremonies past.

1940: The first black Oscar winner

In what was arguably one of the earliest significant political moments in Oscars history, actress Fay
Bainter presented the award for Best Supporting Actress to Hattie McDaniel, preceding it with a
speech that emphasized how the ceremony “enables us to embrace the whole of America; an
America that we love, an America that almost alone in the world today recognizes and pays tribute
to those who give her their best, regardless of creed, race, or color.” McDaniel, the first back
person to win an Oscar in any category, went on to give an emotional speech of her own,
explaining that she hoped to “be a credit to my race and to the motion picture industry.”

Hattie McDaniel winning Best Supporting Actress

1968: The death of Martin Luther King Jr.

The 1968 Oscars ceremony took place on April 10, just six days after the assassination of civil
rights activist Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. The ceremony was originally scheduled to take place on
April 8, but was delayed two days out of respect for King. Academy president Gregory Peck
accordingly addressed King's assassination in his opening address to the audience, declaring,
“This has been a fateful week in the history of our nation” and noting that two of that year’s Best
Picture nominees (“In the Heat of the Night” and “Guess Who's Coming to Dinner”) dealt with race
relations in part due to King's influence.

The Opening of the Academy Awards in 1968




1973: Marlon Brando sends Sacheen Littlefeather to decline his award

In what was undoubtedly one of the most unforgettable Oscars moments -- political or otherwise --
actor Marlon Brando sent Sacheen Littlefeather, an actress and Native American civil rights
activist, to decline his award for Best Actor, which he won for his performance in “The Godfather.”
Littlefeather explained to a somewhat hostile crowd that Brando was declining his award to protest
the misrepresentation of Native Americans in film. Interestingly, last year the Los Angeles Times
reported that Jada Pinkett Smith decided to boycott the 2015 Academy Awards ceremony in part
because Littlefeather’s actions helped “pave the way for those of us who need a reminder of the
importance to simply be true.”

Marlon Brando's Oscar® win for " The Godfather"

1975: Best Documentary winners condemn the Vietnam War

In 1975, Peter Davis and Bert Schneider took the stage to accept the Best Documentary award for
“Hearts and Minds,” a controversial film about the Vietham War. During their acceptance speech,
Davis noted it was “ironic” their film had won an award while the Vietnam War was still underway,
and expressed hope that his sons would “grow up in a country and atmosphere somewhat different
from the one we had to portray in Hearts and Minds.”

Documentary Winners: 1975 Oscars




1978: Vanessa Redgrave controversially references religious conflict

In 1978, Vanessa Redgrave won the Best Actress award for her leading role in “Julia,” a film about
a woman who joins the anti-Nazi cause in the years leading up to the start of World War Il. During
her acceptance speech, Redgrave acknowledged those “who gave their lives and were prepared to
sacrifice everything in the fight against fascist and racist Nazi Germany.” She also praised them for
refusing to “be intimidated by the threats of a small bunch of Zionist hoodlums whose behavior is
an insult to the stature of Jews all over the world and to their great and heroic record of struggle
against fascism and oppression.” Later in the ceremony, Jewish screenwriter Paddy Chayefsky
criticized Redgrave’s actions by stating “I'm sick and tired of people exploiting the Academy
Awards for the propagation of their own personal political propaganda.”

Vanessa Redgrave Wins Supporting Actress: 1978 Oscars
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1987: The Vietnam War is condemned again, 12 years later

In 1987, director and Vietnam veteran Oliver Stone seemingly gained inspiration from Peter Davis
and Bert Schneider’'s 1975 acceptance speech when he accepted his Best Director award for the
film “Platoon.” Accepting for the film about a fictional U.S. Army volunteer’s experiences during the
Vietnam War, Stone publicly condemned the war itself, stating “I think that through this award
you're really acknowledging the Vietnam veteran. And | think what you're saying is that for the first
time, you really understand what happened over there. And | think what you're saying is that it
should never, ever in our lifetimes happen again.”

Oliver Stone Wins Best Director: 1987 Oscars




1993: Politicians are urged to admit that “HIV is not a crime”

In 1993, Susan Sarandon and Tim Robbins walked onstage to present the Best Film Editing award
wearing red ribbons, a symbol used to promote HIV/AIDs awareness. Robbins immediately began
explaining, “In the spirit of the red ribbons being worn here this evening, we'd like to call attention
to 266 Haitians that are being held in Guantanamo Bay by the United States government. Their
crime: testing positive to the HIV virus.” Sarandon then urged politicians to “admit that HIV is not a
crime and to admit these people into the United States.”

Unforgiven Wins Film Editing: 1993 Oscars

2003: Michael Moore calls out George Bush

The 2002 Academy Awards were all about lifting everyone’s spirits---Tom Cruise, though not that
year’s host, gave an opening speech telling the audience in light of the 9/11 terrorist attacks to take
time and celebrate the films that amaze, awe, and inspire. The tone of the following year’s
ceremony was quite different, as documentarian Michael Moore infamously criticized the Bush
administration during his acceptance speech for Best Documentary Feature (which Moore and
Michael Donovan won for “Bowling for Columbine”). Moore unapologetically condemned Bush,
saying, "We live in a time with fictitious election results that elect fictitious presidents. We live in a
time when we have a man sending us to war for fictitious reasons."

Michael Moore winning an Oscar® for "Bowling for Columbine"
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2009: Sean Penn criticizes Proposition 8

In 2009, the film “Milk” -- about American gay rights activist Harvey Milk -- won two awards: one for
Best Actor, and one for Best Original Screenplay. The Proposition 8 ruling that only marriage
between a man and a woman would be legally recognized in the state of California was passed in
November 2008, just four months before the ceremony, making “Milk”’s wins especially poignant.
Sean Penn’s acceptance speech reflected that poignancy, with the actor pointing out it was a
good time for those who voted for the ban to anticipate “their great shame and the shame in their
grandchildren's eyes if they continue that way of support.” Screenwriter Dustin Lance Black echoed
that sentiment, assuring gay children watching the ceremony they would eventually have “equal
rights, federally, across this great nation of ours.”

Sean Penn winning Best Actor for "Milk"

2015: The #0scarsSoWhite controversy

Even though 2017 was a record-breaking year in terms of African-American award nominees, the
#OscarsSoWhite controversy of 2015 (and 2016) is likely still very fresh in people’s minds. When
Common and John Legend went onstage to accept the award for Best Original Song (for “Glory”
from the movie “Selma”), Legend indirectly addressed that controversy in his speech by pointing
out “there are more black men under correctional control today than were under slavery in 1850”
and insisting “Selma’ is now, because the struggle for justice is right now.”

"Glory" from "Selma" winning Best Original Song




