African American Television in a Global World
by Timothy Havens

The ‘hood is only a section in a much larger city, state, country, and world. To exist in the coming century, it will be necessary to coexist with the world, and not simply to exist in the ‘hood.

--Todd Boyd (1997: 224)

The increasing globalization of the television industry has opened a new arena of concern for scholars committed to racial justice. Stuart Hall notes that, in the predominantly white television industries of Western Europe, “black street styles and black bodies have become the universal signifiers of modernity and ‘difference,’” resulting in portrayals of “Blackness” that do not significantly challenge the racial status quo (1995: 21). Karen Ross suggests that the economics of global television distribution and the ability of physical comedy to transcend linguistic borders create the “potential for negative stereotypes to circulate internationally,” relegating “less popular and more challenging opposition​al work to the margins” (1996: 172, 175). In support of Ross’s claims, Kristal Brent Zook (1999) chronicled how The Fox Network canceled several innovative African American programs in 1994 as part of a strategy to increase its presence as a program distributor in Western Europe.

This chapter addresses how television representations of African Americans are shaped by the international television market. I begin by discussing the kinds of African American television programming that currently exist.  Thereafter, I look at how current business practices in the global marketplace, combined with the distribution priorities of major U.S. producers and acquisition preferences of general entertainment European channels, work to restrict the diversity of African American televisual representations.

I also argue, however, that globalization is not inherently hostile to diverse Black television portrayals. The programming practices and preferences of buyers from niche channels and those of buyers from beyond Western Europe point to the possibility that international syndication might enable a greater diversity of portrayals and greater involvement of African Americans and other minority television producers. Satellite distribution offers the possibility of creating a type of narrowcasting that may create a space for minorities worldwide to explore representational practices that counter mainstream portrayals without needing to appeal to national majority audiences. Though the basis for such cultural exchanges may seem questionable at first glance, historical, political, and aesthetic similarities among minority cultures worldwide make such exchanges possible--and they already occur in literature, popular music, and underground cinema.

Race and Television
For centuries, intellectuals and artists--particularly those of color--have believed in a link between the representations of Blacks in popular culture and wider social attitudes toward race. Since the 1950s, media effects researchers have investigated how “negative” portrayals enhance feelings of superiority among white viewers and inferiority among African Americans. Critical media researchers, meanwhile, have sought to transcend the dichotomy of “positive” and “negative” media influences, instead envisioning television as a site of social discourse where claims about racial identity and difference are continuously made, challenged, and refashioned. In spite of their differences, both groups agree that the field of African American portrayals has historically been too restrictive and must be expanded.

Herman Gray has developed a useful typology for analyzing the degree to which African American television programs conform to conventional televisual modes. He distinguishes among three main types of African American television: assimilationist, pluralist, and multicultural. Assimilationist programs “are distinguished by the complete elimination or, at best, margin​alization of social and cultural differences in the interest of shared and universal similarity” (1995: 85). Such shows include Julia, Diff’rent Strokes, and Designing Women, wherein African American and white characters exhibit few, if any, differences while narratives seldom address experiences relevant to African Americans. Essentially, these shows promote a vision of racial harmony that leaves the dominant racial order unchanged.

Pluralist shows like Family Matters and The Jeffersons accommodate expressions of cultural difference more explicitly than assimilationist shows through their creation of an African American world separate from the white American world. However, the characters we see and the lives they live differ only slightly from those of most white sitcoms. Although cultural differences exist, “the social and historical contexts in which these acknowledged differences are expressed, sustained, and meaningful are absent” (Gray 1995: 87). That is, experiences of and struggles against oppression, which form the basis of African American cultural differences, never surface in these series. These shows also represent African American identity as homogenous rather than diverse, conflicted, and contested.

Finally, multicultural shows like Roc and A Different World offer glimpses into the lives and experiences of African Americans from a decidedly African American viewpoint. These shows foreground African American cultural differences as well as the roots of those differences while expressing diversity through their recurrent characters. Multicultural shows provide “complex, even contradictory, perspectives and representation of black life in America” (1995: 90). A key question is thus whether and how the expansion of the U.S. television industry into international markets has affected the industry’s reliance on any one of these typologies. In other words, does international distribution favor assimilationist, pluralist, or multicultural programming?

Global Television Distribution
Although international distribution has existed since the 1950s, not until in the 1990s did these outlets become more than an ancillary business. U.S. distributors’ revenues from film and television exports jumped five-fold between 1985 and 1992, with roughly 45 percent of these revenues from sales of television programs. Two main factors help explain this situation. First, the majors can sell shows with high production values cheaply on the international market because they get most of their revenues from domestic sales. As Table 1 illustrates, in virtually every market--including Western European markets--it is cheaper to purchase U.S. programming than to produce domestic shows.

Table 1, Purchased Programming Cost Ratio
The number reported is a multiplier representing how many times cheaper it is to buy imported U.S. programming versus self-producing programming. Parity = 1.0. (Source: “Europe’s ‘Other’ Markets” 1997.)

	Country
	Channel
	1996

	Austria
	ORF
	1.34

	Belgium (N)
	BRTN
	2.34

	Belgium (S)
	RTBF
	1.76

	Denmark
	DR
	5.26

	
	TV2
	4.04

	Finland
	YLE
	4.28

	
	MTV
	1.21

	France
	France 2
	2.01

	
	France 3
	3.17

	Germany
	ARD
	5.62

	
	ZDF
	3.56

	Greece
	ERT
	2.23

	Ireland
	RTE
	6.86

	Italy
	RAI
	4.34

	Netherlands
	NOS
	2.92

	Norway
	NRK
	7.35

	
	TV2
	1.79

	Portugal
	RTP
	1.94

	Spain
	RTVE
	1.94

	Sweden
	SVT
	3.98

	Switzerland
	SSR
	1.52

	UK
	BBC
	2.97

	
	ITV
	3.56

	
	Channel 4
	2.52


The worldwide spread of new television channels is a second factor in the growth of international sales. The late 1980s and 1990s witnessed a surge in privately owned television channels, broadcast hours, and competition for U.S. programming as a result of worldwide deregulation. In Western Europe, where channel growth has been most dramatic, the number of cable and satellite channels increased nearly twenty-fold between 1984 and 1996. Most of these upstart channels use programming acquired from U.S. distributors in order to build viewership and fill out their schedules.

Industry insiders agree that European buyers are more fickle today than they were five years ago, but Western Europe remains the primary destination for U.S. exports for economic and cultural reasons (see Table 2). The countries of Western Europe have a greater concentration of wealth and higher GDPs than any other region in the world. They have the technological and economic capacity to support several channels that pay high prices for U.S. programming, and they offer a desirable market for advertisers. In 1998, U.S. distributors’ revenues from international television outlets totaled almost $4 billion; European countries accounted for nearly 60 percent of these revenues (Guider 1998; Madigan and Klady, 1999). Moreover, the U.S.--and Hollywood in particular--shares ties with Western Europe that translate into cultural similarities not shared with other regions of the world. One similarity is a common racial identity and history which influences the kinds of programs traded.
Table 2, Top Eight Markets for US Television Rights Sales, 1996 (Source: Video Age International, 16 June 1997.)

	Country
	Sales in Millions of U.S. Dollars

	Germany
	
$750

	UK
	$470

	France
	$315

	Japan
	$230

	Italy
	$230

	Spain
	$230

	Australia
	$200

	Canada
	$190


Despite the importance of international sales revenues for U.S. distributors and the ubiquity of imported American programming throughout Europe, neither distributors nor buyers conduct regular audience research about U.S. imports. Some major distributors collect ratings data for the most popular shows in large markets, but the performance of most shows is never tracked because international markets are not distributors’ primary targets (Duran 1999; Mulder 1999). From the buyers’ perspective, imported shows typically do not attract the kinds of audiences that domestically produced programming does, so little economic incentive exists for conducting audience research. Also, many current and former public stations in Europe, which are often the main general entertainment channels in a market, remain biased against audience research because it smacks of commercialism. Some general entertainment channels conduct focus group research before buying imported shows; however, such research usually consists of an initial screening for a small number of viewers, with no follow-up research once a show has been purchased.

Instead of relying on audience research to make programming decisions, executives typically glean knowledge about what kinds of programming “travel” internationally from one another. The culture of international television is rife with speculation about why shows succeed or fail, which has become accepted wisdom among executives and is shared through trade magazines and discussions at television markets. These executives comprise a small, elite club: in 1997, a scant 154 acquisitions executives, including deputies, handled about 70 percent of international television sales for U.S. distributors (Dinerman and Serafani 1999).

European Buyers and African American Programming
In the following sections, I refer to interviews I conducted with 33 international television executives regarding their impressions of the international marketability of African American situation comedies. Eleven of the executives work for international distribution wings of U.S. television producers; 20 are responsible for purchasing television from the international market; and two work for the National Association of Television Professionals and Executives (NATPE), which sponsors one of the largest international television festivals each year.

I discuss African American sitcoms because buyers and sellers treat them differently than dramas or television movies that feature African Americans. For international television executives, genre is the primary (though not the only) criterion in determining the marketability of shows. In this first section, I focus on prevalent attitudes about African American sitcoms among buyers from general entertainment European channels and U.S. distributors who target such buyers.

African American sitcoms suffer from generally negative attitudes toward sitcoms among the main international players. Most people in the industry believe that comedy crosses national borders less easily than other genres. “First and foremost, what you need to know is that situation comedies are more difficult to sell internationally than action dramas,” declared Mark Kaner, president of Twentieth Century Fox International Television. Likewise, Michael Puopolo, Manager of International Research for Warner Bros. International Television, said:

Sitcoms in general are not the most successful product. . . . A lot of it has to do with culture: better than any other culture, American culture transfers well to the rest of the world. However, American sitcoms don’t translate as well. . . . (Puopolo 1999).

If sitcoms in general sell poorly, African American sitcoms are thought to sell especially poorly. Buyers from general entertainment European channels agreed that African American sitcoms generally have less appeal for them than white American sitcoms. Puopolo asserted, “African American sitcoms in general do not do very well in the international marketplace.” Jeff Ford of Channel 5 Broadcasting in the U.K. said that

Black comedies . . . seem not to travel as well broadly in prime time. What seems to happen is they are very popular with younger viewers. . . . But it’s not going to appeal to the majority of the TV audience in the U.K. (1999).

Torsten Dewi of German channel Prosieben, explained that African American sitcoms

[don’t] translate very well to the German market for the simple fact that, I’m afraid to say, we don’t have that many Blacks in Germany. It’s just a question of demographics. We don’t have an audience for that, so we have to build a strictly white audience (1999).

Several points must be made about the presumed lack of international appeal associated with African American sitcoms by these executives. First, this belief is based primarily upon the preferences of buyers from general entertainment European channels. Buyers from outside Europe and from niche channels tend to view African American sitcoms quite differently. European general entertainment channels, however, have the greatest influence on production decisions at the networks and the Hollywood majors because of their economic importance.

Second, buyers from general entertainment European channels tend to prefer pluralist shows that focus on nuclear families and non-racial themes. Frank Mulder of the Dutch public television consortium NOS explained that successful international shows address “all these things that happen in your own household” (1999). Dewi suggested that imported domestic sitcoms work best with German viewers because “family problems are the same all over the world” (1999). Yet no consistent themes appear to exist among the African American sitcoms sold internationally (Table 3). This list is far from exhaustive, partly because information about which shows have been sold in which markets is proprietary, but it shows that a variety of series have sold well in a variety of markets, from the farcical follies of Amos ‘n’ Andy and Damon to workplace sitcoms like The Show and Sparks to shows that feature adult relationships like Living Single and Martin.

Table 3, Internationally-traded African American Sitcoms
	Title
	Production Dates
	Territories Sold Into

	Amos ‘n’ Andy
	1951-53
	Australia, Bermuda, U.K. [sold to but not aired in Kenya and Nigeria]

	The Jeffersons
	1975-85
	Mexico, South Africa, Middle East

	The Cosby Show 
	1984-92
	approx. 70 territories, including U.K., France, Germany, Ireland, Spain, Italy, Turkey, Africa, South Africa, Mexico, Chile, Honduras, Pakistan, Australia, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, the Netherlands, Belgium, Taiwan, Latin America, Israel, Lebanon, Kuwait, U.A.E.

	A Different World 
	1987-93
	South Africa, Germany, Spain, Australia

	Family Matters
	1989-98
	Spain, Germany, Belgium, Middle East, the Netherlands, Scandinavia

	Fresh Prince of Bel-Air
	1990-96
	70 territories, including Indonesia, South Africa, Middle East, Spain Germany, U.K., the Netherlands, Scandinavia, Mexico, Chile, Colombia, Venezuela, France, Italy

	True Colors
	1990-92
	Germany

	Roc
	1991-94
	Middle East

	Martin
	1992-97
	South Africa, Middle East

	Hangin’ with Mr. Cooper
	1992-97
	U.K., Middle East

	Living Single
	1993-98
	Germany, South Africa, Middle East

	Sister, Sister
	1994-present
	Latin America, Romania, Western Europe

	Parent ‘Hood
	1995-present
	Belgium, Western Europe

	Wayans Bros.
	1995-present
	Belgium, Western Europe

	Moesha
	1996-present
	France, Germany, Scandinavia, the Netherlands, U.K., Spain, Latin America, Italy, Middle East

	Cosby
	1996-present
	Scandinavia, the Netherlands, Turkey, U.K., U.A.E., Australia, New Zealand, Africa, Middle East, Southeast Asia, Latin America, Belgium, Kuwait

	Jamie Foxx
	1996-present
	Belgium, Western Europe

	Sinbad
	1996
	Middle East

	Sparks
	1996-98
	Germany, Scandinavia

	Minor Adjustments 
	1996
	Middle East

	Between Brothers
	1996-present
	Kuwait

	Smart Guy
	1997-present
	Western Europe

	The Hughleys
	1998-present
	Mexico

	Damon
	1998
	Romania, Belgium, the Netherlands, Southeast Asia


Notions about what constitutes universal family experiences are not objective, value-neutral facts about the world. The universal family themes buyers described refer to a particular set of domestic arrangements and problems associated with middle-class family life in predominantly white, developed capitalist nations, which conveniently fits the primary target demographics of U.S. networks and European general entertainment channels. Only African American sitcoms that limit their references to these concerns are considered “universal,” even though shows with different references might have equal resonance for international viewers. Thus, dominant assumptions about the “universality” of family themes restrict the kinds of African American sitcoms that are sold internationally. The attitudes of some buyers from general entertainment Asian channels also help perpetuate the apparent universality of white U.S. and European programming. For instance, Sandra Buenaventura of Singapore Broadcasting Corporation has been paraphrased as saying that U.S. sitcoms “are increasingly focusing on Hispanics [sic] and other minority races with very little international appeal” (“Singapore’s Majority Shopper” 1992).

The racial assumptions within these purportedly “universal family experiences” became clear when executives discussed the international appeal of The Cosby Show. Virtually every executive I interviewed claimed that The Cosby Show was a prime example of an African American show with “universal” appeal--and most referred to the show as “white.” If The Cosby Show tells a “universal” tale of family, and The Cosby Show is referred to as “white,” it follows that the archetypal family these executives imagine is white. While I am not suggesting that Western television executives are part of a worldwide plot to spread white supremacy, this presumption colors the way that they understand both the process of international cultural transfer and the appeal of minority programming like African American sitcoms. Though The Cosby Show was built upon middle-class values such as economic mobility and individuality, it also attempted “to explore the interiors of black lives from the angle of African Americans” through its narratives, characters, and mise en scene, and ample evidence exists that these efforts appealed to nonwhite international viewers at least as much as the “universal” family themes (Gray 1995: 89; Havens 2000).

Multicultural African American sitcoms sometimes achieve international circulation by being packaged with Hollywood blockbusters. “Packaging” requires buyers to purchase a specified number of television shows, such as four sitcoms, in order to get the rights to a popular movie that the distributor also owns. The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, for instance, was packaged with Will Smith’s blockbuster Independence Day, placing the full muscle of a Hollywood major behind a series that reflected some measure of multiculturalism. In fact, the cross-promotion of Smith through the television series, first as an international pop star and later as an international film star, required the sitcom to integrate some degree of African American cultural integrity in order to maintain a consistent star persona for him.

African American cultural expressions in music and film encounter less resistance from international distribution executives, who believe that Black music appeals to the rebellious nature of teenagers everywhere, while movies create a visceral viewing experience that encourages fascination with the spectacular and the exotic. Television viewing, however, is conceived of as a family experience that encourages familiarity--at least among executives who target a general viewership. So the presence of a superstar like Smith can propel a multicultural African American sitcom into international distribution markets. However, the televisual cross-promotion of African American superstars does not guarantee the inclusion of cultural differences. Although Jamie Foxx, star of The Jamie Foxx Show, will appear in several Warner Bros. films in the near future, and Warner is actively promoting his sitcom internationally as a result, the series falls squarely within the definition of pluralist programming outlined by Gray.

Niche Channels and Non-European Buyers
Because niche channels focus on programming for a specific audience demographic, they have different purchasing criteria when it comes to African American sitcoms. For example, shows like Moesha that focus on teenage problems like dating and peer pressure offer more narrative diversity than typical domestic sitcoms, and include among their recurring characters a group of peers in addition to the nuclear family. Indeed, Zook (1999) argues that The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air contains a good deal of in-group humor, intra-racial dialogue, and other textual traits that mark the show as minimally multicultural. And in recent seasons, episodes of Moesha have explored issues of single motherhood, gangs, and on-line dating (Braxton 1999).

Children- and teen-oriented niche channels seek out these kinds of series, as do general entertainment channels that devote specific dayparts to youth audiences. Eric Schnedecker, a former executive with Disney Channel España, explained that

[In] Spain, the [Fresh] Prince of Bel-Air was working like crazy. That’s why at Disney Channel we bought Moesha. We bought Moesha because we knew that black comedies are [a] great success and so we thought Moesha . . . would work also very well (1999).

Obviously, this preference for youth-oriented African American situation comedy steeped in African American cultural references is quite different than the attitudes expressed by buyers from general entertainment channels. However, even these channels have similar preferences for African American youth sitcoms when they devote a portion of their daytime schedule to teenage viewers.  According to Ford, from British-based Channel 5,

[on] Channel 4 and BBC2 to some extent, they schedule things like Fresh Prince in [youth-oriented] slots . . . I think because they’re a little more hip and the culture of music is obviously a very important part of those comedies . . . therefore it does touch with youth far more than possibly white sitcoms (1999).

These comments demonstrate at least some variety in terms of buying preferences for African American sitcoms among international television executives in Western Europe. But buyers from general entertainment channels outside Europe demonstrate a greater range of preferences. This wider range, however, fails to find its way into either industry trade journals or common sense assumptions of distributors from the Hollywood majors whose opinions reflect mainstream European preferences and ultimately influence domestic U.S. television production.

Buyers from general entertainment channels in Latin America and the Middle East suggested that class differences and social struggles, which they associate with African American sitcoms, appeal to their viewers. “Black comedies will do better in Mexico or in Latin America [than white sitcoms] because the element of the underdog is there,” insisted Ignacio Duran of Mexico’s TV Azteca, “and this will probably cause an identification with the audience” (1999). In the same vein, Bassam Hajjawi of the Jordan-based International Distribution Agency, said,

[Most] of the Black situation comedies are about middle-class or lower-middle-class people. For many people in the Middle East, they associate and sympathize with that kind of life because they feel it’s the kind of life they lead, too, and if they see these [white] situation comedies always with the high-brow politicians or the millionaires, they don’t sympathize as much (1999).

Several non-European buyers with whom I spoke also believed that some African American sitcoms included distinct forms of comedy and relations between characters that appeal to their primary audiences. TV Azteca’s Duran suggested that comedic devices such as satire and bragging resonate with Latin American audiences. Khalid Abdilaziz Al-Mugaiceeb of Kuwait Television Channel 2 mirrored Duran’s beliefs, contending that African Americans and Arabs share common cultures and senses of humor: “Black comedy, especially the women, the way they act, it’s like Arabic women. The shaking heads and such, some of it’s Arab. . . . Most of what we accept from all the comedy is Black. . . . [Culturally], it’s more similar” (1999).

African American sitcoms also appeal to buyers from some African countries because of a history of cultural trade and similar political objectives. For instance, Cawe Mahlati, CEO of South Africa’s Bophu​​thatswana Television (Bop-TV), explained why her channel purchases African American television programming:

Because we are a Black station, the preference for acquisitions are television programs where African Americans appeared or acted. For a number of reasons: the one being that African Americans have got a very, very great influence in South African Black urban culture. . . . It makes sense . . . to show programming that contains images that people in South Africa can relate to. Secondly, as well, Bop Television has shown most of the movies that depict the African American experience in the US. There’s a lot of resonance in South Africa for that kind of programming (1999).

Mahlati mentioned the history of Civil Rights and Black Power movements as well as contemporary hip-hop culture, slang, and humor as cultural similarities between Black South Africans and African Americans. As a quasi-English-speaking market, South Africa’s channels provide fertile ground for distributors of African American television programming. In 1998, the top 10 programs were dominated by U.S. imports. Programs with Black characters do extremely well, especially dramatic shows with multiracial casts such as Generations and New York Undercover.

The purchasing preferences of niche channels and non-European general entertainment channels are distinct from mainstream European channels when it comes to African American programming. While these markets create some openings for multicultural African American sitcoms, however, they also impose limitations. Because sitcoms generally attract a younger demographic, niche channels prefer shows about teenaged and young adult life that allude to mainstream African American hip-hop. Meanwhile, though non-European channels may appreciate elements of multicultural African American sitcoms, most buyers are local elites whose preferences reflect dominant national worldviews and tastes, not those of local minorities. These buyers tend to pass on African American programming that contain more subversive expressions of cultural difference and minority politics.

An International Market for Minority Programming?
The current lack of international minority channels makes it impossible to judge their potential success, much less their likely buying preferences. But examining the structure of minority discourses, global popular music, and minority film and television culture reveals a distinct possibility that minority-targeted niche channels might not only prosper, but also provide a necessary distribution route for video and filmmakers whose work falls outside the mainstream. Comparing African American programming, which has been heavily studied, and exilic Iranian programming, which Hamid Naficy (1993, 1999) has documented extensively, reveals that these minority television cultures--which differ so markedly in history, size, and political leanings–- have several common attributes suggests that a basis for minority television exchanges does, in fact, exist.

The idea that “cultural specificities” alienate viewers from other cultures is a compelling one; this assumption suggests that minorities from different parts of the globe have little basis for communication, including television exchanges. However, this assumption seems rooted in Western colonial ideologies that sought to divide non-Westerners in order to conquer them. As literary scholars Abdul JanMohamed and David Lloyd claim, “Western humanists find it inconceivable that Native-Americans, Africans, and others who have been brutalized by Euro-American imperialism and marginalized by its hegemony can have anything relevant to say to each other” (1990: 4). This shared experience of cultural, political, economic, and material exploitation, they argue, creates the conditions for homologous cultural practices that challenge the destructive individualism of Western culture.

Unfortunately, the current structure of ethnic and minority channels precludes us from being able to study minority cultural exchanges in the same way that literary scholars can. Ethnically-oriented niche channels generally have either been owned by national governments and targeted at expatriate viewers or suppressed internal difference to attract a single ethnic audience. For instance, governments in Turkey and China program satellite channels with nationalistic fare in order to target homesick viewers abroad. Black Entertainment Television’s (BET) domestic and international programming strategies target Black audiences around the globe. And exile Iranian television in Los Angeles smoothed over ethnic and religious differences among Iranian viewers in an effort to project a unified sense of Iranian identity (Naficy 1993). On the other hand, international gender-oriented niche channels such as the Latin American women’s channel GEMS have become common, offering distribution outlets for unconventional portrayals of feminine desire (Curtin 1999). These channels point to the potential to articulate international audiences together along multiple axes of difference.

In popular music, ethnicity has become both a profitable commodity and a terrain of creative dialogue among and between minority peoples. Paul Gilroy (1993) argues that Black popular music has for centuries carried alternative political, aesthetic, and philosophical worldviews to cultures throughout the “Black Atlantic” region. An example of “anti-modernist” expression, where assumptions about the superiority of white European music and cultural progress are undermined, Black popular music has recently found audiences beyond Black people, providing a model and a resource for minority musical expressions everywhere. Timothy D. Taylor argues that “the circulation of commodified musics and identities is pervasive and multidirectional,” not simply a case of other minority musicians borrowing from Black music (1997: 76). And Sanjay Sharma has shown how British Asian popular music borrows from multiple ethnic traditions--including traditional Indian, Afro-Caribbean, and African American music--to create a space where “new meanings and practices are formed that open up the possibility of different ways of knowing and nodes of identification” (1996: 86).

Through the circulation of these popular musics, “[global] media and telecommunications . . . have provided for a greater interconnectedness and interdependency for minority groups” (Kaur and Kalra 1996: 223). It is not that global capitalism has paved the way for understanding among minority cultures. Quite the opposite: the current moment “provides more ways of resistance, and dominance, than ever before” because of the pervasiveness of cultural exchanges ushered in by capitalism (Taylor 1997: 94, emphasis added). In popular minority music, musicians combine local, regional, and global aesthetic practices, “always attempting to get outside and beyond more traditionally bounded identities” (Taylor 1997: 126). Thus the global circulation of different music does not displace local cultures; rather, global pop music provides another resource alongside more traditional local musical styles, out of which contemporary musicians may fashion new experiences of identity and new political projects.

Of course, music might facilitate cross-cultural circulation more easily than television programming because music uses sounds and beats rather than language. While the translation requirements associated with internationally-traded television do complicate cultural trade, many series have overcome language barriers. Mexican and Brazilian telenovelas, for instance, have achieved notable success in virtually every region of the world. Meanwhile, the largely visual signifiers of African American youth culture have become a global lingua franca through visual media like advertising, film, and television, suggesting that some properties of the televisual text facilitate international circulation (Gray 1995: 148). In minority television cultures, these properties include parody, collectivism, and realism.

Self-parody is perhaps one of the most obvious and most controversial elements of African American sitcoms. While cognitive media researchers stress the ill-effects of such portrayals, often deemed “negative,” critical scholars have argued for the need to analyze the cultural politics of parodic portrayals rather than dismissing them. Watkins, for example, believes that parody is central to African American humor traditions and often carries stinging critiques of mainstream American culture, noting that “[t]he humor of nearly all minorities reveals a tendency toward self-deprecation”--which suggests a basis for cross-cultural minority comedy (1994: 30).

Naficy finds a similar self-parody in popular Iranian dramas of the 18th century, where contact between Iranians and the West gave rise to Iranian characters who excessively copied Western folkways. “[In] the surplus and satire of their imitation,” he writes, these characters “criticized the Western way of life” (1993: 183). While such comedic characters were not transplanted to exile in Los Angeles, “tough guy” serials that feature characters with an excess of parodic traits continue to be popular. Just as Naficy argues that one of the primary pleasures associated with “tough-guy” serials is the recognition of group-specific cultural allusions, Zook claims that “the most radical moments to be found in black TV . . . lay lodged in the inner folds of innuendo, comic asides, and in‑group referencing” (1995: 36). The attempt to keep cultural integrity alive in a hostile environment explains the continuing use of parody, as its subtlety can escape the surveillance of the dominant group because outsiders cannot decipher the codes.

A second characteristic common to both African American and exilic Iranian television programming is an attempt to “foreground collective and individual struggles for authenticity and identity” (Naficy 1993: 63). In exilic Iranian television, the creation of an exile community serves the economic ends of commercial television producers and advertisers while allowing exiled individuals to feel connected to a community. Televisual representations of an idealized, ancient homeland, free of the political division that led to exile, fulfill this requirement. Likewise, for African American viewers, “[frequent] references to Malcolm X in The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, Martin, and Roc . . . in the form of posters, photographs, and T-shirts, invoked romanticized spaces of mythical unity” (Zook 1999: 8). In Iranian exile television, communal feeling is represented and nourished through the repetition of “the old ‘authentic’ self” associated with communal memories, while components such as advertising “confirm a new emerging ‘consumer’ self.” This aesthetic strategy resonates with the cultural practices of the Black diaspora, where the dialectic between tradition and improvisation creates an aesthetic that Gilroy (1993) calls “the changing same.”

Because African Americans have been relegated to comedic genres and caricatures throughout U.S. history, African American television producers often display a drive to inject shows with realist drama. According to Zook (1999: 80), producers of shows as diverse as Frank’s Place, South Central, The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, and Roc shared such a commitment. In one of the most daring attempts, an episode of Roc that centered around teenage gun violence included a full 15 minutes without laughs. The preference for realist drama is prevalent throughout minority cinema practices as well. Ella Shohat and Robert Stam explain that “oppressed groups have used ‘progressive realism’ to unmask and combat hegemonic representations, countering the objectifying discourses of patriarchy and colonialism with a vision of themselves and their reality ‘from within’” (1995: 180). Although realist drama may at times be problematic, often parading as “the truth” and masking its own construction, minority access to the genre nevertheless works to counteract traditional Western portrayals and expand the diversity of minority characters.

The cultural basis for minority television exchanges runs deep. Marie Gillespie (1995), for example, notes the appeal of Western ads that stress multiracial friendship among second-generation Punjabi youth in London. Soap opera researchers (e.g. Ang 1985) have demonstrated the cross-cultural appeal of feminine structures of feeling and “gossip culture” associated with the genre. My own research among young Kuwaiti viewers of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air (Havens 2001) suggests that shared histories of Western oppression and stereotyping at the hands of Western media explain some of that show’s appeal. More research into the common grounds of visual cultural expression among the world’s minorities is in order if we hope to increase the viability of minority television exchanges in the future.

Possibilities for the Future of Black Media
The economics of international television distribution and the buying preferences of European general entertainment channels have encouraged African American television programming that can best be described as pluralist, depicting only minor cultural differences between whites and African Americans. Global television does not, however, foretell the death of more complex African American television portrayals. Comments from buyers in Latin America, the Middle East, Africa, and Western European satellite channels suggest an openness to different kinds of African American sitcoms. Programming that targets these markets could adopt textual strategies other than those designed for mainstream European channels--strategies that might include collectivism, satire, realism, and utopian multiculturalism.

One danger that globalization poses for minority cultures “is that cultural, ethnic, and racial differences will be continually commodified and offered up as new dishes to enhance the white palate--that the Other will be eaten, consumed, and forgotten” (hooks 1992: 39). But global satellite television may offer a space for the consumption and enjoyment of otherness with different intentions and consequences, where oppressed minorities could create and exchange television programming that bears the marks of subaltern experience, history, and cultural survival techniques. The politics of appropriation are often quite different when oppressed minorities practice it.

A loose network of minority satellite channels in different nations and regions of the world could not only provide new outlets for minority television, video, and film producers, but might also allow program sharing among channels to reduce production costs and perhaps even provide crucial additional revenues for minority producers. Cable access and other forms of “lowcasting” already provide important distribution outlets for minority creators seeking to sustain national, ethnic, and exilic identities (Naficy 1999). These channels and their constituents might also profit from “imported” minority programming.

Though television executives have begun to recognize the profitability of transnational channels targeting gender and/or ethnic groups, common mis​perceptions about the insularity of minority culture and the singularity of identity, rooted in discourses of whiteness, preclude them from imagining global minority programming. With such attitudes dominating the industry, minority producers and distribution channels may remain off the radar screens of the major international television players and out of their sphere of influence for some time.

Many activists and intellectuals might object that linking African American television programming with global minority programming would further balkanize white Americans and African Americans, ghettoize African American programming into “minority” channels, and abandon the struggle to confront and change racism in American television. I do not intend to suggest an end to these important efforts to intervene in the politics of mainstream network television. Efforts to facilitate the creation of global minority programming must be appended to traditional media activism. Such efforts may, in fact, result in a kind of feedback loop between minority and mainstream television channels, where some of the more popular minority shows might find their way into wider domestic and international distribution. In this way, the globalization of the media industries might multiply, rather than restrict, the variety of outlets for unique minority television.
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