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Introducing

The Cosby Show

Neither The Cosby Show nor its star, Bill Cosby, need much introduction.
By the carly 1980s, Bill Cosby—stand-up comedian, actor (most re-
membered for his costar role in the 1960s I Spy TV series), voice behind
Fatr Albert, and star of TV commercials—had established a modest and
respectable place in the history of North American popular culture. It
was, however, The Cosby Show that allowed Cosby to move from celebrity
to superstardom. Whether one measures success in terms of wealth, fame,
popularity, or respect, Bill Cosby is now undoubtedly among the most
successful entertainers in the United States.

When it began in 1984, The Cosby Show did not look like a surefire
hit. Tts all-black cast offered viewers a gentle comedy without gimmicks,
‘ zany situations, or intriguing plot lines. Yet The Cosby Show has become
, the most successful TV show in recent history, the pinnacle of Cosby’s
long career. It topped the annual ratings lists year after year in the second
half of the 1980s, and, although it has been displaced from the number
one spot in the 1990s, it retains an enduring place in the world of
prime-time television.

For those who have managed to avoid seeing it, The Cosby Show is a
half-hour situatien comedy about an upper middle class black family, the
Huxtables. Cliff Huxtable (played by Bill Cosby) is a gynecologist and
obstetrician, and his wife, Clair, is a lawyer. They have four daughters
and a son; as the series has grown older, they have acquired in-laws and
grandchildren. The Huxtables’ attractive New York brownstone home is
the setting for an endless series of comic domestic dramas. There is little
in this description to distinguish this TV fiction from many others: we
are used to a TV world populated by attractive professionals and their
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; nger ‘“black” at all
good-looking offspring. What makes the show unusual is its popularity, experience of most black p no%o_nmoﬁ.r Mnowrnﬂhnw Dwﬁ_gonwomﬁ respects, just
its critical acclaim, and the fact that all its leading characters are black. : but, as Henry How_m Gates ( ’ P ’

These distinctive achievements and features have made The Cosby Show o like white people.” imply about whether The Cosby Show is
the subject of much speculation. At the heart of much of the discussion A Gates’s argument 1s not wMEu v< ut the show’s effect on its enormous
lies an apparent contradiction. The United States is a country that is s “realistic”; he is also no:nQ.:nm M. On»mn is that these “positive images”
still emerging from a deeply racist history, a society in which many white viewing audience. The crux of _ﬂunn»cmn they reinforce the myth of the
people have treated (and continue to treat) black people with contemprt, can actually be nocsnwenoacnma here anyone can make it and racial
suspicion, and a profoundly ignorant sense of superiority. Yet the most s American dream, a just world w Y
popular US. TV show, among black and white people alike, is not only’ barriers no longer exist:
about a black family but a family portrayed without any of the demeaning e d in demeaning or peripheral roles, it
stereotypical images of black people common in mainstream popular S As long as all blacks were represented in m was, as it were. indiscriminate.
culture. Commentators have been provoked to try to resolve this apparent i was possible to believe that American racis . Y ;

The social vision of “Cosby,” however, reflecting the miniscule integration

of blacks into the upper middle class, reassuringly throws the blame for black

poverty back onto the impoverished (Gates, 1989: 40).

paradox and, in so doing, to ask themselves about the show’s social
significance.

The most prevalent critical reaction, particularly during the first few
years of the show, was to applaud Bill Cosby’s creation as not only a
witty and thoughtful sitcom but also an enlightened step forward in
race relations. After decades of degrading media images of black people
in other shows, the Huxtable family presented black characters that black
and white audiences could relate to. In this sense, the show was conceived
in contrast to the stereotypical shows that preceded it. Psychiatrist Alvin
Poussaint, an adviser to The Cosby Show, is highly critical of the black
sitcoms of the 1970s— shows like The Jeffersons, Sanford and Son, and
Good Times, which are, argues Poussaint “full of Jivir’, jammin’, streetwise
style stuff that is the worst kind of stereotyping” (quoted in Hartsough
1989).

The Cosby Show, however, portrays comedic black characters with dignity
and hiimanity. On a TV celebration of African-American comedy (A

At the risk of simplifying critical opinion, most mbm_ﬁwm of The G.&Mv.

Show fit broadly into one of two views: the show is mnmﬂw nMrQ as mo”_om«m
i ist system that disadvantages
rogressive or as an apology for a rac | :
W_mnm_n people. Both views carry with them assumptions »_uosm Bna.:w
effects. The debate, therefore, concerns the E:E.a_om. wrn wro,w w_ MMMW@
. i i e hope to resolve in the fo

effect and raises questions that we : |
chapters about the meaning of the show for Emnw. and white m:&nsnow
But first it is useful to dwell a little longer on the issues that have earne
the show both praise and condemnation.

b

| COSBY: THE CASE FOR

L on primte-
. ; . 4 er the nature of what gets shown
Laugh, a Tear), actor Tim Reid praised the show as “a breath of fresh L If we are to ﬁ.*o vﬂ?ﬁ O.Mna States, we should be énz\\\u\ e 1n the
air,” showing, at last, “the reality of what was good about our neigh- :Bm/m,/,ﬁﬁos in t o>: nt tempt to change the fo s’of content of
borhoods . . . a reality of what was good about a black childhood.” el »Z.dm,,,mun Jnﬁmh_v_w. M—_»M%H“w up against two_pewerful bastions of
Here was a show that not only overcame traditional stereotypes but, in oee 0 mainstream teloysgion wil nted predilections offietwork and advertising
so doing, was both funny and incredibly popular. The celebratory tone o no:mnnwmcmau,&nrv ;.,,.,n/.,ﬁ.v:Mao:mvu: d tastes”of well-conditioned TV au-
of many reviews contained genuine hopes for what such a cultural executives, and t M oxpegtal clyes crsatffg innovative programming ideas,
intervention might achieve in dispelling racial prejudice in the United o diences. We can exhaust ourse — dor’t respond. then we are
States , but if the networks, m&ﬁﬁ&nmn\vw Qr viewers pond,
The history of critical fesponse to popular culture often follows a wasting our time.

similar pattern: elaborate praise becomes an increasingly difficult burden,
and critics’ euphoria is almost invariably followed by cynical backlash.
The Cosby Show, for good or ill, is no exception to this rule. Critics have
begun to accuse the show of presenting a misleadingly cozy picture, a
sugar candy world unfettered by racism, crime, and economic deprivation.
Some have argued that the Huxtables’ charmed life is so alien to the
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