
When I was a kid, I watched The Cosby Show. This is not surprising 

information: Basically every kid, every person, that I knew — black or 

white, but especially black — watched The Cosby Show. Older friends 

had the pleasure of watching the show during its original run; I was 

grateful for its existence in syndication, airing 24/7. It was on Netflix 

for a while, and now it’s on Hulu. There is always a way to watch it. 

But yesterday, in the wake of the seemingly endless and horrifying rape 

allegations against Bill Cosby, TV Land pulled reruns of The Cosby 
Show. Earlier that day, Netflix pulled his stand-up special, Bill 
Cosby 77, which was set to air over Thanksgiving, and NBC axed his 

upcoming sitcom. The latter two decisions are not only understandable 

but absolutely necessary. The former is a bit trickier to dissect.

This should go without saying, but: This is in no way a defense of Bill 

Cosby, his actions, or his frustrating (but telling) silence on the matter. 

I am 100 percent in favor of NBC yanking his sitcom (and hope no 

networks will work with him in the future), and I dread the possibility 

that Netflix will, once the story dies down a bit, quietly post Bill 
Cosby 77, unceremoniously adding it to the comedy section without an 

announcement.

But TV Land’s decision to pull down The Cosby Show, which was once 

the most popular sitcom on TV, is more complicated. It remains a 

groundbreaking and essential part of television history, particularly 

when it comes to the portrayal (and the very existence!) of black 
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families in the media, which hinged on Cosby’s famous demand that the 

show make absolutely sure to paint blacks in a positive light, even if 

that meant taking the emphasis away from the family’s race. The Cosby 
Show may have been about a family that happened to be black, rather 

than about a black family, but that doesn’t negate the huge strides the 

show made. Most importantly, it doesn’t negate the fact that for many 

people, myself included, this was one of the first times I was seeing 

myself — my family, my skin, my hair — represented on television in a 

way that actually made me feel good.

So you can see why it has been so strange and difficult for me to watch 

this Cliff Huxtable version of Bill Cosby, the one who was America’s 

Dad, morph into the despicable Bill Cosby that we’ve been slowly 

learning about for years — first in vague whispers about his 

intimidating tactics and hunger for power (this is the guy who once 

tried to buy NBC), and now in shouts from over a dozen women. And 

you can see why it’s possible to firmly believe that Bill Cosby should be 

punished while also believing that we shouldn’t try to erase all traces of 

The Cosby Show‘s existence. It’s too great and important of a program 

to let disappear.

Aside from the show’s legacy, TV Land’s decision brings up a whole 

slew of questions that are impossible to answer: What are the rules 

when it comes to public erasure of a prominent figure and his work? 

What makes Cosby different from Roman Polanski or Woody Allen — 

two filmmakers who continue to work and get their films distributed, 

and whose movies still regularly air on television (I can’t imagine them 

ever getting yanked) — or any other terrible person who has also 

contributed something of value to society? Is it the sheer number and 

volume of victims, or something else at work here? And what does this 

mean for everyone else who worked, for so many years, on The Cosby 
Show and will now fail to get their share of the residuals? Will all of 

Cosby’s past work eventually see the same fate?

The thing that strikes me the most about TV Land’s choice is that it 

doesn’t seem to have anything to do with righteousness or respect for 

the victims; it appears to be a panicked business decision, a preemptive 

strike to ensure the network doesn’t receive any of the backlash that 

Netflix and NBC were getting prior to pulling their respective Cosby 

projects. Of course, TV Land isn’t the only place to watch The Cosby 
Show, but this will definitely put pressure on the other networks and 

streaming sites that host it. There is no established protocol to follow in 

a situation like this one, and no right or wrong answer about how we 

should view Cosby’s past work. But killing such an important and iconic 

program — in terms of not just black representation on television but 

also TV history as a whole — is akin to the erasure of an identity.
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