and content are defined by what is con-
sidered simultaneously acceptable to all
members of the family. Given that and
the fact that television came of age in
the Fifties, the heyday of the nuclear
tamily, you could almost make the
argument that the family show, from
Make Room for Daddy through The Br
Bunch to Family Ties, is the foundation of
network television. The western and
the variety show and the live drama
have all bitten the dust, but the family
show remains as popular as ever.

What Tolstoy would probably have
found most interesting about the thirty-
tive vear history of the family show is
that almost all of them are about happy
families. Unhappy families have shown
sionally in one-shot TV movies

e

I I ng About
i, but in regular series there have
never been unhappy families.
Sure, the Waltons had t I
| Hamner's closir
explicitly reminded us, it

the

dlmost

ardships

always

have directly and deliberately address-

ily life

ed the ditticulties of modern fa
(ABC's Famly, and Larry
Ulnited States, which lasted only seven
‘i\i'('l\\l h.]\'l‘ not L]L‘HL\ SO from .]E'l.\'
rigorous, critical stance, but out of a
kind of bewildered and rueful
nostalgia, as if they knew that something
was wrong, but couldn't quite put their
finger on what.

More to the point, what all these
happy families have in common, what
makes them work as well as they do, is,
among other things, a strong father.
The obvious examples are the
stereotypically wise and compassionate
fathers, (the Robert Youngs and the
Michael Landons), but even where Dad
was sometimes laughable (the bluster-
ing Danny Thomas) or a marshmallow
(the loveably growly Brian Keith),
there was never any doubt about who
was tinally in charge. As for the
mothers, even where they are not
airheads like Lucy Ricardo, their
authority is limited to the traditional
roles of providing a measure of com-
passion, softening the father up when
he’s being a little too rigid (Michael
Learned in The Waltons). Indeed,
there is an important subgenre of the

Gelbart s

| family show in which Mom is done
away with entirely. Think of all the
shows in which, years before Kramer os,
Kramer, a father capably and with no
apparent hardship raises a kid or kids
on his own—Buchelor Father, A Ty Three
| Sons, Famuly Affair, The Courtship of Eddie’s

Fi he Andy Gnffith Showo and

er, even The
Bowanza—and then try to come up with
a comparable list of single mothers go-
ing it alone. The only two I can think of
otf the top of my head are Alice and, so
help me God, Petticoat Junction. Even Kate
and Allie have each other to lean on; can
you imagine Fred MacMurray and
Brian Keith sharing an apartment with
their families? Or needing to?
with their families? Or needing to?

I think the word I'm groping for here
is “patriarchy.” And it's in this context
against the background of this history

that Cos Show needs to be
judged. It promotes itself as innovative
television c:‘\;‘!\.m‘,-'w.y. tact that

each script is ve ’oussaint
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nay be unrivalled in
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\ that Don Johnson
look like he shops at Robert Hall: the
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Jokes are tirst rate and the delivery im-

It’s a little New Cold
War benevolent
dictatorship, a family
that Robert Young
would have been
proud to call his own.

| peccable: and even though Cosby is
given a chance every week to induldge
his genius for monologue, the whole
cast, especially this season, has begun
to work flawlessly together as an
ensemble. Cosby can be credited with
a well-oiled, expertly engineered,
smooth riding entertainment machine,
the Ferrari of family sitcoms.

The problem is that there’s nothing
but the old gas-guzzling V-8 under the
hood. What makes The Coshy Show
g0 is the same old father-knows-best
paternalism that has driven the sitcom
for thirty-five years. Indeed, it's not so

much a descendant of the Eisenhower
era suburban sitcom as it is a virtual
remake. I'm willing to grant that
Cosby's pedagogical intent is sincere:
it's just that the show says nothing
about his family. Given the wobbly
state of the family and the tradition of
the family sitcom, he had two alter-
natives: 1) present the difficulty of
modern family life with something
approaching realism, as television was
very tentatively beginning to do in the
last ten vears, or 2) present a model of
what a family shoulide. Either would
have been an honorable choice: it's just
that in choosing number 2, Cosby has
presented us with the same fairytale
family we've seen on TV for vears
The only thing remotely
approaching a substantive change is the
tact that this family's mother, Clair, has
a career as a lawyer and isn't doomed
to a June Cleaver existence of doling
out cookies and sympathy. Even so

this is a mild, gentrified, Ms. magazine
variety ol teminism which even Ward
Cleaver might have found palatable
What's more, Clair is rarely « t

wiwon at
work, while Cliff, Cosby's character
has been shown at work
every other episode or so. Which may
explain why she never comes home
tired or cranky or pissed oft swinging
in with her briefcase every evening
with as much energy as she swung out
in the morning. Granted that Cosby
hasn't given us the stereotypical saintly
housewife, he still hasn't pushed
beyond the supermom cliche, either
The heart of the show, though, lies
in Cosby's relationship with the
children. Aside from the show’s mild
teminism, these are the same good
looking. squeaky clean, spunky kids
who've populated every family show
in history. For a show whose scripts are
gone over by a child psychologist, it's
remarkably lacking in verisimilitude.
Three of the four children living at
home are adolescents, yet there are no
shouting matches, no slammed doors,
no angry silences, no dinner table
brouhahas. [ wouldn't trade my parents
tor anybody, but I can remember some
truly frightening arguments when my
younger brother and I were teenagers,
bitter shouting contests over dinner
that would have sent Eugene O'Neill
screaming for the exit. Adolescence is a
time of torrential emotion for the kid,
and of dumbstruck incomprehension
for parents. Yet the Cosby kids' ad-
vance is measured entirely in terms of
what their parents want for them: good
grades, a college education, polite,
well-mannered boyfriends. They show

| only the barest hint of rebellion, and
when they do, they invariably back
down in the face of their father's pa-
tient wisdom; he knows what they're
going through better than they do. If
his older daughters sometimes ex-
asperate him, it is a dliche, gruff but
loving, Spencer Tracy kind of ex-
asperation, founded in large part on the
unspoken assumption that, to fathers,
daughters are mysterious and fun-
damentally unknowable, another
species, like cats. Theo, the show’s only
male child, is, on the other hand, a
hopeless mutt, who has a snowball’s
chance in hell of cver getting anything
past his all-seeing, all-knowing father.
Anybody who's lived through it can
tell vou how volatile the father/son
relationship is during adolescence. yet
not only does Theo regularly lose to his
tather, he always finally admits that his
father was right all along. Apparently
Cosby somehow made it through grad
school without having to read Qedipu:
JI\.K{.

Perhaps even Tolstoy missed the
point about families. Maybe there’s no
such thing anymore as happy” or

unhappy” families. Instead there are
only families that survive and families
that do not. The pressures modernity
places on the family are roughest on
the poor -and the. working class, but
even in a wellto-do family like the
Huxtables there are rifts, fault lines that
lie just beneath the surface, which need
only the right amount of stress to open
up suddenly under everyone. That
families do not regularly crack apart is
tinally due as much to luck as it is to
any inherent strength. Indeed, it may
even be easier for a middle-class family
to break apart than a poor one (since
family is often the only safety net the
poor have got), yet the Huxtables are a
single, seamless unit, with no trace of
seismic activity, no hint of rebellion in
the offing. It's a little New Cold War
benevolent dictatorship, complete with
a wise and stalwart paterfamilias, a
beautiful and loving wife, and a brood
of attractive and compliant children. It's
a family that Robert Young would
have been proud to call his own. W

James Humes stays up as late as he damn
well pleases to review  felevision for the
Michigan Voice.

Paper Tiger TV

by Pat Aufderheide

aper Tiger TV is one of the best-

established anti-establishment

shows on public access TV,
Now it will be possible to watch the

20

New York cable-produced program,
Paper Tiger TV, on Channel 56 in
| Detroit every Monday, Wednesday,
[ and Friday at 5:30 am. and 4:30 p.m.
| starting on January 20, 1986 and run-
! ning for eleven weeks. A half-hour
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show in New York, and also available
on home video, it regularly places this
country’s printed media under rigorous
scrutiny. Critics, who may be pro-
tessors, lawyers, journalists or video ar-
tists, attack one mass publication—say,
the Los Angeles Times or the National En-
quirer—per show.

The pieces can be insightful, and
sometimes sobering. Professor Herb

Schiller, for instance, dissects four
pounds worth of the Sunday New York
Times (it takes him six shows). He points
out that the newspaper covers architec-
ture as if it had nothing to do with real
estate, that some articles are hard to
distinguish from advertisements (“The
Big Spill of Fall Furs”), and that it
trivializes foreign news (ruby mining in
Thailand, but no mention of the U.S.






