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The Benefits of Symbolic Annihilation 

Last semester I spoke with an undergraduate student, now pursuing graduate study in 
journalism at Columbia University, about his Filipino heritage and the near absence of 
Filipino representation on television in the United States.  Despite a deeply-rooted 
historic presence in this country and high levels of participation in mainline U.S. 
institutions like the military, Filipinos do not exist on television.  We talked about how 
this exemplified a key idea of Gerbner’s notion of symbolic annihilation: if a group has 
no representation on television, they will not exist in the public consciousness.  Tuchman 
and others added to the idea in the 1970s, and it became very useful in understanding the 
relationship between the symbolic and the real, especially in the cases of ethnic 
minorities, women, and queer representation.  For the discussion with my student, the 
core idea behind symbolic annihilation meant that because Filipinos are absent in news 
discourses and as characters on scripted programs: no positive role models exist for 
Filipino youth; issues pertaining to the Filipino community are not made available for 
consideration by the larger public; and Filipinos are not rendered as part of the national 
imaginary. 

The notion of symbolic annihilation lent fuel to advocacy efforts for more just, equitable, 
and positive depictions of marginalized groups within an emergent politics of 
representation.  By the 1980’s The Cosby Show, devoid of the potentially stereotypical 
and perhaps more realistic working-class depictions in programs like Good Times and 
Sanford and Son, put black folks’ best feet forward with stories of a wealthy family that 
stood defiantly against an demoralizing and deadly existing regime of representation 
about blackness.   But The Cosby Show also provoked a compelling line of argument 
against this strategy, detailed through audience research in Jhally & Lewis’ Enlightened 
Racism.  Simply replacing negative stereotypes with positive ones supported ideologies 
of the American Dream and placed blame on the majority of African Americans who had 
not achieved the level of economic success displayed by the Cosbys. 

Positive representations of Latinos yield something more complicated.  Despite a 
presence here before the U.S. even existed, Latinos are invented and reinvented in 
general market media, usually following economic cycles.  When times are bad, as they 
are now, Latinos are lumped into moral panics about illegal immigration and invasion 
from Latin America.  When times are good, as they were in the late 1990s and early 
2000s, Latinos are celebrated as a new, profitable market segment and potential 
constituency for politicians.  Because of the nature of the southern border and continuous 
migration over centuries, television discourses about Latinos link rather easily with 
“newcomer” narratives of the American Dream.  But as television re-invents Latinos, 
even in positive ways, it is also clear that overwhelming, demographic-driven market 
forces articulate a Latino structure of feeling that fits within existing commercial logics.  
For many, the celebration of a brown chic over the last ten years brings welcome relief 



from a history of being either a cartoonish character or non-existent.   However, broadly, 
the articulation of Latinidad on general-market television sanitizes, essentializes and 
tames any threat to dominant U.S. ideologies and institutions that the Latino experience 
may challenge.  It creates a people, and then proceeds to lead them to products and 
services that any docile, different American would desire.  Therefore, the important 
question for scholars has to do with the purposes and conditions under which positive 
representations take place.  Instead of positive representations being the end result of 
television criticism, they should be a point of departure.  More complex and interesting 
characters and storylines show up in The George Lopez Show, Ugly Betty, Modern 
Family, and Desperate Housewives, but glancing across the television spectrum, in news, 
advertisements, and programs, we see more or less the same version of the friendly (if not 
sexy) Latino.  But at least we’re on TV.   

Symbolic annihilation and other concepts like it have moved from the academic to the 
pragmatic, and helped cultivate a more diverse television landscape.  There is a growing 
presence of marginalized groups on television and more flattering portrayals. Filipinos 
are not quite there, but surely they will be.  But one thing needs to be said about not 
existing on television: you, your identity, and your community will not be manipulated as 
easily.  In other words, there may be benefits to symbolic annihilation in terms of the 
absence and erasure of a group.  For groups that live below television’s radar, there is a 
freedom to articulate the group from below, from a more vernacular location, using 
multiple voices.  Today, we don’t need to turn solely to mainstream television, film, or 
news discourses for models of identity and community.  DIY media provides increasing 
potential and power to render authentic notions of both unity and difference.  Perhaps 
even those of us who have parts of our identities costumed, made-up, and thrown upon 
the national stage can gather back some of our dignity and purpose by glancing away 
from the bright lights.  

 

 

 


