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“It’s Still a White World Out There”
The Interplay of Culture and Economics
in International Television Trade

Timothy Havens

U —;ﬁfswm\g o1 zntervzewv with more than thirly international television executives from
around the world, this article provides a case study of how distribution and acquisition
praciices in international television trade extract [)roﬁf fmm television culture. While
previous reseavch in international television has tended to ignore or io oversimplify the

importance of the distribution industry, this article demonstrates how studying distribution
gives us tnsights into the contents and directions of transborder television ﬂoum that cther
methods and research foci miss. Specifically, the article explores how economic and cultural
Jorces intersect i simpe the global flow of African American situation comedies. As the
television industry continues to globalize, cultural differences such as race will prove ])zwm’
in atirecting multinational viewers, and this article calls for more research into how suct:

differences

F I Yhe international television trade is
a booming business. According to
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are commodified by the international distribution industry.

America (MPAA), which represents the
major Hollywood studios, sales of its
members’ television programming and
films to international television outlets
doubled between 1995 and 2000, from
$1.9 billion tc $3.8 billion (“Cable,
overseas,” 1996; Hollinger, 2001). And
vet most television executives remain
in the dark about why particular im-
ported series become popular in differ-
ent markets. A veteran American ex-
ecutive specializing in Eastern Europe
presents a typical analysis of the popu-
larity of the situation comedy 4.L.F. in
Russia, which features an extraterres-
trial hand-puppet who lives with a sub-
urban family: “I’'m bard pressed to find
an answer why it became so popular
here. But I think one of the contribut-
ing factors—and this is my own little
thumbnail analysis—is it’s a perspective
of an American home from someone
who’s totally alien” (personal commu-
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nication, May 1999). Perhaps. But inter-
national executives, particularly expe-
rienced ones, are the first to admit that
they really don’t understand the cul-
tural dynamics of international televi-
sion trade: they’re too busy thinking
about economics and business.

Contemporary television scholar-
ship has equally little to say about inter-
national television trade, as most re-
search focuses on ¢ither economic issues
or cultural ones. In this article, I look at
how both economic and cultural forces
play out in international trade, includ-
ing distribution to and acquisition from
the international programming mar-
kets. Such a focus is necessary because
assumptions about a series’ cultural
resonance in international markets de-
termine its economic value. These
assumptions, in turn, are based on
seller’s perceptions of buyers’ prefer-
ences, and buyers’ perceptions of their
target audiences. Ultimately, both eco-
nomic and cultural forces come to-
gether during international television
trade to shape programming flows.
What is the balance between these
forces, and precisely how do they influ-
ence one another?

This article provides a case study of
how distribution and acquisition prac-
tices in international trade extract profit
from television culture. Specifically, 1
examine what international television
executives think about the marketabil-
ity of African American situation com-
edies abroad, and how distributors and
buyers treat such programs. Focusing
on a single genre allows us to explore
closely the relationship between cul-
tural value and economic value, be-
cause different genres require different
levels of funding, fetch different prices,
appeal to different demographics, and
allow for different scheduling strate-
gies. In addition, as the television indus-
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try continues to globalize, cultural dif-
ferences such as race increasingly shape
international television flows. Studying
how race is commodified on a global
scale allows us to understand better the
implications of this phenomenon.

Decisions about distribution to and
acquisition from international markets
also influence television reception and
production practices. Buyers deter-
mine the kinds of international pro-
gramming that viewers can access and
the kinds of pleasures and meanings
available from the programming
through scheduling. Thus, Fresh Prince
of Bel Air would attract different audi-
ences and engender different pleasures
if scheduled during prime-time rather
than during a teen lineup. On the distri-
bution side, perceptions about a show’s
international marketability influence
the kinds of shows that get produced
and their production budgets, as expec-
tations of sales revenues in interna-
tional distribution “windows” are calcu-
lated into production budgets from the
outset (Owen & Wildman, 1992). Be-
cause most African American situation
comedies are considered unsuitable for
international distribution, their produc-
tion budgets are accordingly smaller
than other programs.

Close analysis of the relationships
between economic value and cultural
expression in international television
trade forces us to rethink the theoreti-
cal distinction in television studies be-
tween moments of production, text,
and reception. Not only is each of these
moments shaped by economic and
business practices that are increasingly
global, but considerations of produc-
tion values and textual pleasure are
present in all stages of distribution and
acquisition. Furthermore, as we will
see, each stage of the process of interna-
tional television trade, from deciding
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which series to promote internation-
ally to selecting and scheduling im-
port,vé_ programming, alters the range
of available international texts and their
likely meanings. Hence, an analysis of
international Lrade tells us a great deal
about the cultural politics of global
television that even sophisticated explo-
rations of production, text, or recep-
tion miss.

Theorizing International
Television Distribution

Television studies has been aeﬁplv
135‘.;:‘*1 ~ed by Hall’s (1980/1993) “En-
coding, decoding” essay, which argues
that both of these “relatively autono-
mous” moments in television’s cultural

irouit mus t be studied in its own right.
alldi stmgmshe» four distinct

ts in mass communication—
iGI‘:‘, circulation, distribution/
1piion, reprodictmh—tne major-
essay and subsequent research
sion focuses on the productiory/
on of meaning or its consump-
i0n/reproduction. Questions about dis-
tribution are typically left in the
background. Although he recognizes
that professional ideclogies shape pro-
u-:facn practices, Hall fails to account
for distribution as a significant moment
between production and consumgﬁon,
where ecgﬁemm value is created from
the televisua! commodity. In the pub—
lic service broadcasting landscape that
Hall analyzed, the marginalization of
distribution may have been warranted,

butc conternporary American-style com-
mercial television is being *ephsated
worldwide, and distribution is vital to

such sg;erai:i@m.

ional television scholarsliip
r%ﬁez{s the inattention to issues of dis-
n that characterizes television
si‘ﬁdiei in general. While a handful of
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mainsiream media economists have ad-
dressed certain economic and business
features of international distribution or
acquisition (Dupagne, 1992; Dupagne
& Waterman, 1998; Waterman & Rog-
ers, 1993; Wildman & Siwek, 1988,,
these studies fail o consider how cul-
tural assumptions mediate economic

value. Political economists, meanwhile,
conceptualize international trade in
terms of “flows” of programming across
national borders, focusing on aggre-
gate trade surpluses and deficits to dem-
onstrate how net-exporting nations in
the West dominate international com-
munication and threaten the cultural
sovereignty of net-importing nations
{DeBens & de Smaele, 2001; Guback
& Varis, 1982; Hamelink, 1977; Her-
man & McChesney, 1997; Norden-
streng & Varis, 1974; Varis, 1984).
However, the exclusive focus on quan-
titative data and the power of export-
ing nations leads political economists
to downplay the complexity of the dis-
tribution process and the ways in which
textual pleasure and cultural meanings
shape international television flows.
Curtin (1999), for instance, argues corn-
vincingly that contemporary “neo-net-
work” distribution circuits have, for
the moment, enabled diverse media
representations of feminine desire
worldwide.

Reception scholars have been quick
to point out the limitations in political
econcmic models of transnational cul-
tural circulation, showing how view-
ers’ pleasures and the cultural politics
associated with them are complex and
unpredictable (Gillespie, 1995; Miller,
1992; Morley, 1992; Penacchioni,
1984;. In this way, reception research
demonstrates that cultural realities com-
plicate the business of television import-
ing and exporting. In their efforts to
correct the perceived overemphasis on
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macro-economic analysis, however, re-
ception analysts have tended to concep-
tualize viewer preferences as wholly
derived from a viewer’s social back-
ground and cultural surroundings,
rather than recognizing them as
“forced-choice” decisions among avail-
able options (Meehan, 1990). Program
offerings do not materialize whole-
cloth on the screen, but are the result of
such forces as license and production
fees, channel identities, and percep-
tions of viewers’ tastes. Analysis of how
specific programs get to viewers in the
first place and the kinds of pleasures
that are folded back into the revenue
circuits of the television industry helps
avoid the tendency toward uncritical
populism that runs through some recep-
tion analysis.

A number of “middle-range” schol-
ars who examine how concrete busi-
ness practices mediate between macro-
economic forces and the micro-social
contexts of reception have suggested
that cultural realities strongly influence
international television flows. Lan-
guage, in particular, seems to channel
international television programming
into “geolinguisitic regions” that share
the same language (Hoskins, McFadyen
& Finn, 1997; Sinclair, Jacka & Cun-
ningham, 1996; Straubhaar, 1991).
Hence, Mexican and Brazilian pro-
grams are popular throughout the
Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking re-
gions, respectively. Insights into how
language shapes international andiovi-
sual trade have led to broader argu-
ments about the influence of culture in
general on global trade. Straubhaar
(1991) conceives of transnational cul-
tural trade in terms of the “proximity”
between different cultures, which in-
cludes such factors as shared histories,
similar values, and congruence of domi-
nant narrative forms. Together with a
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nation’s position in the international
economic system, these cultural ho-
mologies determine television imports
and exports. Working with similar as-
sumptions, Hoskins, McFadyen & Finn
(1997) argue that a “cultural discount,”
or loss of value, applies to audiovisual
products when they are syndicated
overseas, because most viewers prefer
local programming in their native lan-
guage (Pool, 1977). Although cultural
commodities in the domestic market
are also highly volatile (Hirsch, 1972),
the international markets are seen as
particularly unpredictable due to global
cultural differences. Each of these theo-
ries demonstrates that a combination
of economic and cultural forces govern
international television trade. In this
essay, I explore how distributors and
buyers imagine the cultural value of
“Blackness” in a variety of markets,
and how specific representations of
Blackness create profits for distributors
and buyers on the international mar-
ket. While middle-range research has
tended to explore business practices in
specific national or regional markets,
this article extends middle-range re-
search into the international television
business.

A clearer understanding of the
mechanisms of international distribu-
tion not only gives us a more nuanced
picture of cultural trade in the twenty-
first century, but may also bring critical
media scholars closer together. Mee-
han (1999) has suggested that the cleav-
age of media studies into production,
textual, and reception analyses has
tended to lump together scholars from
divergent paradigms studying the same
phenomena, while blinding critical me-
dia scholars to the possibility of dia-
logue across specialization. She cites
the work of Stabile (1995) on Roseanne,
Meehan’s work with Byars (Meehan &
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Bya&, 201 G on the Lifetime Channel,
and others as exemplifying such a dia-
logue. {}n the international scene,
Gripsrud’s (1995) study of Dynasty in
N orway, which ranges over the produc-
tion, distribution, achISIthﬂ schedul-
ing, and reception of the series, is one
of the best examples of such a combina-
tion of critical research foci.

As the f{)regomv review of interna-
ional vision research makes clear,
media s:hofids have not dealt suffi-
ciently with the syndication industry
vhen siudying the worldwide circula-
tion of Leie‘u ision programming. In-

stead, syndication has generally been
gfzsz‘e{i alf ogcﬁthﬁr or seen as liffle more

Eed

than a mechanistic manifestation of

deeper econcmic forces. In order to
flesh out our bare bones understanding
of the international television business,
this article investigates the people who
know the most about international syn-
dicaticn—the men and women whe
trade programming on the interna-
tional market. Through a series of inter-
ith thirty-three international
tel evzﬁz n executives from around the
examine the ways in which
i a;sumpt_one and the eco-
es of the companies they
bne to shape the ﬂobas
%fnrar American situation
In addition to these inter-
views, | also conducted an extensive
review of ten years of industry trade
journals, primarily Variety, TV W orld,
1 Television Business International, and
attended two prominent international
sales ;rkei::%s MIP-TV 1999 (Marché
tionale des Programme~ de
‘ and NATPE 2001 (Na-
sociation of Television Pro-
gramming Dyecuuve }, where [ ob-
served the markets and spoke with
participants.

Due to the scarcity of previous re-
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search on which to draw, I adopted an
emergent approach to my interviews,
altering the questions and the areas of
inquiry as I learned more about the
business in general and the interna-
tional circulation of African American
sitcoms in particular. Although I had
studied trade journals and scholarly
research prior to conducting the inter-
views, I still found large gaps in my
understanding once I began. Conse-
quently, the later interviews tended to
be more informed, and therefore more
useful, as I became familiar with the
language and practices of the interna-
tional television business. Despite dif-
ference among the interviews, how-
ever, similarities do exist. In most of
the interviews with distributors, I be-
gan with general questions about the
importance of international sales and
the distributor’s primary markets be-
fore turning to the kinds of program-
ming that “travel” well internationally.
Because all of the distributors I inter-
viewed either currently sell or previ-
ously sold African American sitcoms
internationally, I then explored their
opinions about the genre as a whole
and specific series in their catalogs.
Several distributors were leery about
discussing African American mtcomsy
so the depth of questioning about the
genre varied considerably from inter-
view to interview. The interviews that 1
conducted with buyers began with simi-
larly general questions about the
amount of imported programming they
buy, their main suppliers, and the deci-
sion-making process surrounding for-
eign acquisitions, before turning to spe-
cific questions about programming
preferences. Unlike the distribution ex-
ecutives | interviewed, most of the buy-
ers shared their opinjons about African
American sitcoms freely.”

In analyzing the interviews, I exam-
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ined all of the transcripts to find com-
mon and divergent themes and prac-
tices, and I attempt here to give voice
to the full range of opinions that I
encountered. Nevertheless, due to the
varying lengths and depths of the inter-
views, some figure more prominently
in the forthcoming analysis than oth-
ers. In addition, I have relied on my
own sense of which interviews were
more candid, and I tend to consider
those interviews more fully below. I
analyze the interviews for evidence of
prevalent industry practices as well as
the deeper “conceptual structures”
(Geertz, 1973) through which execu-
tives imagine the world of transna-
tional television trade. This approach
aims at demonstrating how cultural as-
sumptions and business practices inter-
sect. In the interest of space, the quota-
tions I use here are only the clearest,
most eloquent, or most colorful in-
stances of the broader trends I identi-
fied.

Eleven of the executives I inter-
viewed work in television distribution,
twenty are responsible for purchasing
television from the international mar-
ket, and two have held numerous posi-
tions in international television syndica-
tion and currently work for NATPE.
All participants were offered partial or
complete anonymity. Distribution ex-
ecutives included seven representa-
tives from the major Hollywood stu-
dios and four executives from medium-
sized U. S. firms, usually presidents
and vice presidents of international tele-
vision departments or regional sales
managers. Many of these executives
had worked with other distribution
houses and in other regions, and shared
their previous experiences as well. I
also interviewed nine European and
eleven non-European buyers from ev-
ery region of the world. Most of my
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Western European contacts had worked
in the industry for over a decade. Again,
because of previous experience, many
were familiar with other markets.
The interviews include buyers who
have worked in the following markets:
UK, Australia, Germany, France,
Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, Hun-
gary, Turkey, Russia, Ukraine, Roma-
nia, Latvia, China, Taiwan, Thailand,
Singapore, Indonesia, India, South
Africa, Kuwait, Jordan, Mexico, and
Chile.

The Business of International
Television Markets

Before turning our attention to the
specific question of how Blackness gets
commodified in international televi-
sion, we need to understand the gen-
eral relationships between business and
cultural considerations in international
television trade. In the following two
sections, I explore these interactions
from the perspective of American dis-
tributors and international buyers.

Creating Value in International
Television: Distribution and Sales

Although international distribution
has been a part of US syndication since
the 1960s, it was only in the late eight-
ies that these markets came into their
own. During this period, satellite and
cable delivery, along with worldwide
deregulation and privatization of pub-
lic broadcasting, led to an explosion in
channels and broadcast hours around
the world. In Western Europe alone,
the number of cable and satellite chan-
nels increased nearly twenty-fold be-
tween 1984 and 1996 (“Europe’s
‘other,” ” 1997). Meanwhile, domestic
production costs skyrocketed, network
audience shares plummeted, and aver-
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1999 Westcctt 199/,

b{)"ip productloza casts, eape—
in the years prior tc a series
yfadicaflo ;heugh dcmev

dern ud about three seasons’ worth of
episodes in order to “strip” a program
cn weekdays. Therefore, prior to com-
pleting three seasons of a network Tun,
international sales are the only source
of revenue for distributors beyond a
network license fee, which rarely cov-
ers production costs (Hoskins, Mc-
Faiyer & Finn, 1997). Today, more
than sixty percent of revenues can
ome from international sales in a se-
ries’ first three seasons (M. Kaner, Presi-

ent, International Teievision and
W r*ﬁ";dv %de Pay Television, Twentieth
Century F
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; Fox International Television,
per@ena& communication, 24 june *999,
H. Lazarus, President, Carsey-Werner
International, persgnaE communication
Quu, G. Marenzi, President,
Teievisis:ﬁ Paramount

nal communication, 13

2.
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T %Eoﬂywosd studios domi-
onal television trade. In
T\/’ L‘L which consists of
GK‘; Pm‘;urn:, Metro-Gold-
er, Paramocunt, Tweniisth
Fox, Universal, and Warner
tted $2.6 buuon in sales to
elevision outlets, while inde-
ieni@ﬁf producers in the America
Film ‘Jgahetm% Asscciation {(AFM A,-
arned :‘e, 36 :111119 . The primary con-
sumers of US programming are West-
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acquisitions are minimal compared
with its GDP (Dinerman & Serafani,
1997; Guider, 1998).

Blockbuster Hollywood films and
top-rated television series are the most
successful properties in international
syndication. These commodities ben-
efit from massive worldwide promo-
tion and Hollywood’s status as the cen-
ter of global popular culture, which
gives its most popular products a uni-
versal cachet. Distributors leverage the
worldwide popularity of such program-
ming to overcome the uncertainties of
international trade. The major studics
“package” blockbusters with less pre-
dictably popular television fare, such
as situation comedies, so that buyers
whao want the rights to current block-
busters are required to buy television
series as well. The major distributors
also strike output deals with overseas
media conglomerates, giving the buyer
access to all of the distributors’ releases
for the contract peried, while provid-
ing a consistent “pipeline” for distribu-
tors’ products (B. Johansen, personal
communication, 25 March 1999; Ma-
hamdi, 1992).

Unfortunately for distributors, most
international television trade consists
of programming with less guaranteed
success than blockbusters. In spite of
the appeal of packages and large-
volume output deals, individual sales
remain the most common type of deal
in international trade (Mahamdi, 1992}
Individual sales require the distributor
to convince the buyer that the product
will appeal to the buyer’s target mar-
ket. Often, distributors market their
programming as “universal” in an at-
tempt to convince buyers that it can
surmonunt cultural barriers. A Carsey-
Werner promotional flier for That "70s
Show, for example, claims that “It’s all
funny because it’s based on universal
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family themes that everyone can relate
to.” Mark Kaner, President of Interna-
tional Television and Worldwide Pay
Television for Twentieth Century Fox
International Television, similarly ex-
plains that “if you have something that
is absolutely and totally American, then
it’'s going to be more difficult to sell
than something that has a broader,
more universal subject matter” (per-
sonal communication, 24 June 1999).
Major American distributors main-
tain divisions solely responsible for col-
lecting international ratings data about
their series and assisting buyers with
marketing and promotions campaigns
abroad. Of course, the quality and
quantity of international ratings data
available through the majors depends
on each market’s economic impor-
tance for the distributor. For instance,
ratings data on German audiences is
more sophisticated than data on Hun-
garian audiences (anonymous Hungar-
ian television executive, personal com-
munication, July 2001). Regardless of
the amount of ratings data available,
however, the popularity of a newly-
released series is always unknown.
Though distributors may have data for
similar series in the target market or
the same series in similar markets, they
still must convince buyers of the worth
of their wares. International program-
ming markets, then, are wholly imagi-
native and discursive constructs.
Unlike the domestic television mar-
ket, the primary audience for the
American majors is not viewers, but
fellow international television execu-
tives. In order to cultivate favor and
influence, distributors maintain perma-
nent sales representatives for every ma-
jor market and each region of the
world. In addition, distributors and
buyers meet several times per year at
international and regional trade fairs,
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where sellers try to woo buyers with
plush surroundings, impressive spreads
of free food and drinks, and guest ap-
pearances by television and film stars.
Due to such frequent contact, interna-
tional television trade is “probably the
most socially intimate of all commod-
ity trades” (Mahamdji, 1992, p. 237).

Creating Value in International
Television: Acquisition and Scheduling

Because it is nearly always cheaper for
foreign buyers to purchase US program-
ming than it is to self-produce, American
programming dominates international
trade, reportedly accounting for 68% of
worldwide prime-time viewing, com-
pared to 13% for British programming,
its closest rival (Murphy, 2000). Screen
Digest reported in 1997 that European
television channels paid between 1.2 and
7.4 times less to acquire US program-
ming than they paid to self-produce (“Eu-
ropean TV,” 1997). Outside Europe,
price differentials between acquisitions
and self-production are often more stark.
In 1996, Indonesian channels paid
$1,000-$1,500 for one hour of acquired
drama, while local production costs were
about $40,000 per hour (Deal, 1997;
Television Business International, 1997).

In spite of the glut of cheap Ameri-
can series on the international markets,
most buyers reduce their reliance on
American imports over time. Because
viewers generally prefer local program-
ming in their own language (Pool, 1977,
Wildman & Siwek, 1988), channels in
well-developed television markets in
the Asia-Pacific region, Europe, and
Latin America seldom schedule Ameri-
can imports during prime-time, be-
cause they don’t compete effectively
with local programming (O. Barze-
latto, CEO & Chairman, Representa-
ciones de Television [Chile], personal
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communication, 27 July -999 Hosk-
ins, McFadyen & Finn, 1997) Inswad
most geﬁbrai en tertammen& channels
use American imporis to target particu-
lar dem uOnglphlLQ or fill out schedules
in less popular da/vrparis (Akyuz, 1996;
Millichip, 1895}. In addition, upstart
channels often rely heavily on cheap
imports in their early years to build
their identities and audiences, then
slowiy increase domestic progra“n—
ming, although some niche channels
construct their 1dent1hes around Ameri-
can imports (A. Blicg, Head of Pro-
gramming and Acquisitions, Canal
§E‘Tﬂ"’1’ {an. ncel, personal communica-
tion, 121 Iav §999‘

Acquisition prefereﬁces and schedul-
ing i}i?ﬁt s rest chiefly on how buy-
ers understand their rhamu,; s pur-

pose, its :‘a}aﬁens‘}}p 10 other channels
in the domestic market, and the view-
preféren{;es of their channel’s tar-
nt other words, such deci-
always znvolve cultural
c;ﬁs%éera tions. The importance of cul-
ssiderations comes across
sim"k'?‘,' i 31: »w unwanted series ¢b-
tained Zz: nacxaffe deak are ireated.
Ah

en ﬁhi*"}’aspd many Jlan—
o air them, or bum them
ours because of the series’
sft‘nr tcomings (T. Dewi,
oni qg Producer of Interna-
tional Co-Productions, Prosieben [Ger-

manv}, personal communication, 11
May 1959, T. Y. Lau, personal commu-

. 6 March 3“98)

EL Jers ’ia‘i’: Varvmg degrees of au
ence research to work with whsﬂ c-
juiring pro g‘ra'nmmg, dependme‘ upon
heir shzmﬂe- s operating budget. For
channels with small budgets, advertis-
ing revenues do not cover the price of

s

(\

ra&mgs data. Moreover, the zudience
share of such channels is often 00
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small for conventional ratings measure-
ments to be meaningful (B. Jankai, Vice
President and Director of Program-
ming, SatElit Television [Hungary],
personal communication, 24 June
2001). Although the growing impor-
tance of international distribution for
American producers has led to more
international audience research (Ma-
honey, 1991), they are primarily con-
cerned with large, lucrative markets.

In addition to ratings data, some
buyers screen potential imports for fo-
cus groups. These may be randomly
selected samples of viewers or a collec-
tion of the buyers’ friends and family
members (F. Mulder, Director of Pro-
gramme Acquisitions and Sales, NOS,
personal communication, 16 April
1999; G. Licis, Head of Acquisitions
and Sales, Latvian TV, personal com-
munication, 14 April 1999;. While this
practice adds to the base of knowledge
buyers can draw on when making deci-
sions, the impressions gleaned from
such research cannot alone decide ac-
quisitions, especially since follow-up
research on unexpected successes or
failures is not conducted (I. Duran,
Vice President, International Affairs,
TV Azteca, personal communication,
15 April 1999). Given the lack of us-
able audience research in international
television, then, buyers must reiy a
great deal on then" oWl 1mpressmm of
what kinds of programming their tar
get audiences will find culturally rel-
evant. In fact, Mahamdi (1992) reports
that many buyers claim they simply
“know” culturally relevant program-
ming when they see it (p. 246). Cer-
tainly, considerations of program price,
business relations, and other aspects of
the deal figure prominently in buyers’
purchasing decisions, but these are all
framed by assumptions about cultural
relevance.
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Selling African American
Sitcoms: “Universal”
and “Ethnic” Series

According to distributors, the univer-
sal appeal of television programming
differs from genre to genre. Michael
Solomon, former President of Inter-
national Television explains that, “If
you have a suspense drama, an ac-
tion-adventure-type drama, that sells
abroad. . . . It’s got to have that univer-
sal theme” (Schapiro, 1991, p. 29).
Kaner from Twentieth Television con-
curred: “Comedies are always more
difficult to sell on a general basis than
are dramas, especially action and
thriller dramas” (personal communica-
tion, 24 June 1999).

Most distributors believe that the cul-
tural specificity of humor makes the
situation comedy genre less capable of
crossing national borders than other
genres (G. Marenzi, President, Interna-
tional Television, Paramount Pictures,
personal communication, 13 May
1999; M. Puopolo, Manager of Interna-
tional Research for Warner Bros. Inter-
national Television, personal commu-
nication, 11 May 1999). Regardless of
the challenges of selling sitcoms inter-
nationally, however, the genre is popu-
lar in domestic syndication because it
attracts desirable, young demograph-
ics, facilitates flexible scheduling, and
“repeats” better than other genres (Heu-
ton, 1990). Therefore, American dis-
tributors find their libraries stocked
with sitcoms in need of international
buyers.

In situation comedy, the definition
of universality is limited to plots and
themes centered on middle-class
nuclear families. Frank Mulder, Direc-
tor of Programme Acquisitions and
Sales for the Dutch buying consortium
NOS, clarifies that universal themes
are “all these things that happen in
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your own household. Children steal
from the cookie jar, or whatever. That
is, all these things which [are] recogniz-
able from your own situation” (per-
sonal communication, 16 April 1999).
In its prevalent usage, “universal fam-
ily themes” refer to settings, situations,
and themes associated with middle-
class family life in developed capitalist
societies, a definition that fits the target
demographics of the US networks and
the large European general entertain-
ment channels who are the main buy-
ers of US product.

Due to domestic industry practices,
few contemporary sitcoms featuring Af-
rican Americans fit prevalent criteria
for universal family themes. For much
of the history of American television,
the settings, characterizations, narra-
tives, and themes of African American
sitcoms were created by White produc-
ers and designed primarily for White,
middle-class viewers. The restructur-
ing of the television industry in the
mid-eighties, including increased cable
competition, the growth of the Fox
Network, and ownership changes at
the networks, led to renewed interest
in African American viewers in the
industry, and a new crop of “multicul-
tural” programs with a broader range
of character types, thematic concerns,
and available viewing positions (Gray,
1995; Zook, 1999). While the emer-
gent Warner Bros. (WB) and United
Paramount (UPN) Networks have fol-
lowed the Fox strategy of using African
American programming to build their
audience base, they have also capital-
ized on racial cross-over viewing
among teens and young adults, airing
Black and White shows that feature
teenage life and problems with a lib-
eral dose of hip-hop references (Hass,
1998; Zook, 1995). Inevitably, such se-
ries downplay family themes, and are
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considerad less universal. From the
multiple wayvs that African Americans
could be raprespn*Pd in television, then,
domestic producers have chosen to fo-
cus on “s@ehxexs marketed to teenag-
ers and young adults, egpeaaﬂy afflu-
ent i‘*r_ims (Boyd, 1997}, and family
togetherness marketed to middle-class
White and African American viewers.
When it comes to international mar-
kets, the distributors I interviewed dis-
tinguished between universal African
Am erican sitcoms staged from a White,
middle-class family perspective, and
*‘ethnic” shows associated with other
aspects 0‘" Mﬁcan American life, his-
tor" and culture. In middie-class Afri-
can American series like The Coshy Show
that achieve universal status, race is
seen as something transcended, rather
than something the series embodies.
When discussing The Cosby Show’s inter-
national distributors dis-

success,
counted race completely, insisting that

of the race of the char-
&

yj .

about family,” Dresxient: of mterra—
parents and children, their school, the
ecutive explained that, “Zhe Cosdy

urv ersaﬁ fami i‘f themes made the show

‘z' 16 {Z’ sby Show did quite well
[int rnational ly /1. .. because it...was
tional sales at one of the majors told
me. “If was about real issues between
environment and so on” {personal com-
munication, 1999). Another veteran ex-
Show . . . is such a universal experience
of a man trying to raise children. .

these are like universal issues of fam
ity” (personal communication, 1999).
The perception of The Cosby Show s
‘%vs_rﬂvers’ ed V /iacom, its international

Licrf' ibutor, to market the series aggres-
ively. Between 1985 and 1986, The
Sssé;; Show featured prominently in
Viacom’s international advertising

(IJ

campaign, appearing in full-page ads
with the claim that “this highly-ac-

(¥
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claimed series has transcended lan-
guage and culture” (“Viacom advertise-
ment,” 1986).

Several scholars have noted that The
Cosby Show, unlike many of its generic
predecessors set in middle-class sur-
roundings, gave a rare glimpse into the
habitus of well-off African Americans
(Boyd, 1997; Dyson, 1993; Gray, 1995).
Evidence suggests that this particular
combination of race and class gave the
series much of its international appeal,
especially outside European markets
(Havens, 2000). However, many White
Americans, including the executives I
interviewed, read the middie-class sei-
ting as an absence of Blackness be-
cause they associate Blackness with
poverty and struggle (Jhally & Lewis,
1992). Here, then, we see that White
American television executives make
textual interpretations quite similar to
those of White viewers. Furthermocre,
these interpretations govern their un-
derstanding of why a series succeeds or
fails internationally.

Distributors distinguished universal
African American series from ethnic
shows that incorporate such features as
African American dialect, hip-hop cul-
ture, distinct humor, racial politics, and
working-class or poor socic-economic
settings. As examples, distributors men-
tioned Living Single, Martin, The Wayans
Brothers, and Jamie Foxx, but many sim-
ply referred to “those WB shows.” The
primary marker of such series was the
presence of distinctly African Ameri-
can speech. An executive at one of the
majors who has distributed many eth-
nic African American sitcoms ex-
plained, “most African American sit-
coms produced today ... definitely
have a very urban skew to them, mean-
ing there’s no Russian word for ‘whas-
sup homeboy.” There’s no {ranslation
for it, and most of our sitcoms really
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skew toward our urban African Ameri-
can viewers” (personal communica-
tion, 1999). Bob Clark, a White Ameri-
can and president of the commercial
Russian network Story First Communi-
cations, agreed: “A lot of ethnic com-
edies in America don’t travel particu-
larly well to foreign audiences, because
there’s . . . a different language in them”
(personal communication, 3 May
1999). As I demonstrate in the follow-
ing section, most buyers, including Eu-
ropeans, dispute this claim. Neverthe-
less, this opinion dominates among the
American distributors I interviewed,
and influences their international sales
efforts.

Opinions about the limited univer-
sal appeal of African American sit-
coms influence the amount of effort
distributors put into selling them inter-
nationally. “I think there’s a general
sense that if [a show is] too tied to the
Black American experience, then it
won’t work internationally,” says a vice
president of sales at one of the majors
(personal communication, 1999). In
practice, this means that African Ameri-
can sitcoms do not get promoted as
heavily or included in blockbuster
package deals as readily as White shows
(S. Borden, President, ABV Produc-
tions [Turkey], personal communica-
tion, 14 May 1999; Anonymous vice
president of international sales at a
major Hollywood studio, personal com-
munication, 1999).

Sometimes, ethnic African Ameri-
can sitcoms do benefit from the ma-
jors’ high-pressure sales techniques. For
instance, in 1999 Warner Bros. had
five movies starring African American
comedian Jamie Foxx slated for re-
lease. “We actually internally have a
big push with The Jamie Foxx Show,”
admitted Michael Puopolo, Manager
of International Research for Warner
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Bros. International Television, “be-
cause we really feel that if he gets
established from a movie career per-
spective, then the series will move”
(personal communication, 11 May
1999). Even if the series does perform
well, however, it is unlikely to revise
attitudes toward the genre as a whole,
because distributors will probably inter-
pret the success as evidence that Foxx’s
international film star power overcame
the limitations of the series’ portrayals
of Blackness.

In their talk of ethnic and universal
African American series, we can see
that a pervasive rhetoric of Whiteness
underwrites American distributors’
definitions of universality. We have
seen that supposedly universal family
themes refer, in fact, to middle-class
themes. Distributors further associated
such themes with White families and
culture, as evidenced in the way they
talked about The Cosby Show. Distribu-
tors’ use of phrases like “reaches out,”
“transcends,” “overcomes,” or “has a
broader sense of humanity” to de-
scribe the series mirrors White view-
ers’ interpretations of the series’ char-
acters as “normal,” because they
“transcended their racial origin” ( Jhally
& Lewis, 1992, p. 100). Jhally & Lewis
(1992) argue that, rather than identify-
ing a category of experience that is
racially neutral, these definitions of nor-
malcy are based in the assumption “that
being white Anglo-Saxon is the norm
from which others deviate” (p. 100). If
the term “normal” masks an underly-
ing yardstick of Whiteness among these
viewers, the term “universal” masks
similar assumptions about White,
middle-class family themes among
White Western executives. Frequently,
when distributors mention the univer-
sal family themes of The Cosby Show,
they distinguish them from the show’s
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*}ie snaw msrf'aﬁ as

{ Blackness, referring to
“not Black” or

The Black sitcoms we've been involved in
have been the Cosbys. And that’s not a
Black sitcom. (H. Lazarus, President of Inter-
national, Carsey-Werner International, per-
sonal communication, 11 May 1999

The reason [for the success of] shows L;ke
pfml} Aatiers, Fresh Prince, and Cosby . .

the fact that a lot of them are very Xthta,
{Director of international research at a ma-
jor Holiywood distributor, perscnal com-
munication, 1999)

[The Cosby Show was about] a person who
haij{.@ue‘ 1o be Black. .. . Black skin
doesn’t mean it’s a Black comedy. (Vet-
erzn international executive, personal com-
munication, 1999)

7

In these comments, the link between
Whiteness and universal family themes
is made explicit: if The Cosby Show tells
2 EAWE‘:S& ‘tale of family, and The Cosby
Show is also ‘JVhrlte. then t}*e arche-
i

tives imagine is ‘Wh;te

The way in which American distribu-
tors define universal and ethnic Afri-

can American sitcoms demonsirates
their rel Laﬁw on an underlying dis-

course of Whiteness. According to
Fiske { S“Qé ), the articulation of White-
ness and White culture as universal
ée;@eﬁé— on the simultaneous exnomi-
naﬁ:isr* of Whiteness and partlcuiaau.a—

wonWhite culture. Among the
can executives I interviewed, the
detmmeﬁ of universality proceeded pri-
marily by defining what it is not. Hence,
about the only affirmative definition of
universality I encountered was “strong
family themes,” while the definition of
ethnic African American program-
ming i*}e:’;uéed speech patterns, popu-
lar cultural references, humor and fam-
ily structures, and several thematic

situations. Such negative definitions of
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what is not universal gives credence to
the claim that White American shows
lacking those elements must be univer-
sal. This discourse of Whiteness facili-
tates exports to distributors’ most im-
portant European markets.

The interviews I conducted demon-
strate how industry imperatives and
cultural considerations go hand-in-
hand when American distributors mar-
ket African American sitcoms over-
seas. Fach of these forces works to
limit the kinds of African American
programming that are available inter-
nationally and the likelihood that buy-
ers will purchase them. The distinction
between universal and ethnic African
American sitcoms not only restricts the
kinds of shows that are aggressively
marketed, but reduces the potentially
endless variety of explanations for a
show’s differential performance in tele-
vision cultures around the world.

A pervasive rhetoric of Whiteness
naturalizes the idea that African Ameri-
can culture is insular, simuitaneously
valorizing the impression that White
American culture is universal, while
absolving industry practices and execu-
tives of any responsibility for the sad
state of international trade in African
American programming. In spite of
protests such as “I'm not a sociologist,”
American distributors constantly make

judgments about a series’ international

marketability based upon often unex-
amined beliefs about why people watch
television, what viewers want to see,
and how cultural resonance in im-
ported television programming oper-
ates. In the case of African American
sitcoms, distributors’ opinions become
self-fulfilling prophecy: because they
re perceived as incapable of interna-
tional appeal, they receive little promo-
tion, and therefore do not sell well.
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Buying Blackness:
Acquisition and Schedulin
Practices around the Worl

In many ways, attitudes toward Afri-
can American sitcoms among buyers
mirror the bias toward middle-class,
domestic comedies that we encoun-
tered among distributors, especially in
European markets. However, even
among such buyers, differences in
channel type and target audience lead
to different preferences in buying and
scheduling African American sitcoms.
When we turn our attention away
from Europe, we find an even greater
diversity of uses for African American
programming that derive profit from
decidedly multicultural markers of
Blackness.

Several European executives voiced
a preference for universally appealing
domestic sitcoms, and, like their Ameri-
can counterparts, referred to these
shows as “White.” Mulder, represent-
ing the Dutch buying group NOS, for
instance stated that, “It happened to be
that all the actors in [The] Cosby [Show]
were Black, because it could have been
a White comedy” (personal communi-
cation, 16 April 1999). Dewi from the
German channel Prosieben made a
similar observation: “We don’t have
an audience for [African American
shows|, so we have to build a strictly
White audience for that. So the Black
sitcom works best if it’s as, let’s say,
White as possible, which surely is the
case with [The Cosby Show]” (personal
communication, 11 May 1999). Here,
we again see the conflation of universal-
ity with “middle-class family themes”
and Whiteness. In addition, we can
note the assumption that White view-
ers naturally prefer White program-
ming. Several buyers explained that all
viewers “naturally” prefer same-race
series, because television is a familiar,
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domestic medium where viewers want
to encounter images of similarity, not
difference.

The idea that viewers naturally gravi-
tate toward representations that match
their own racial identities reflects en-
trenched racial ideologies. Yet, the ra-
cial identity that White Americans and
White Europeans share is a product of
historical and cultural forces, not bio-
logical ones (Goldberg, 1993). For ex-
ample, the preferences of some Asian
buyers for White programming over
Black programming demonstrate that
racial preferences in international tele-
vision distribution are constructed, not
natural. The director of acquisitions
and programming at a large, general
entertainment Taiwanese cable chan-
nel explained candidly, “I do think the
race is a factor to influence our deci-
sion making. The audience of Taiwan
will feel distant and alienation from
Black. . . . Especially for the series and
the sitcoms, the audience more easily
accept the White people than the Black
ones” (personal communication, 1999).
Buyers and distributors working in In-
donesia and Singapore noted similar
racial preferences among viewers
(former CEO for a commercial Indone-
sian channel, personal communica-
tion, 1999; “Singapore’s majority,”
1992; Vice president of international
sales to Asia for a medium-size Ameri-
can distributor, personal communica-
tion, 1999). Whiteness, then, achieves
the status of a default racial category
among Asian buyers, bolstering the
industry-wide impression that African
American programs are ill-equipped
for international sales. In addition, a
staunch anti-Black bias exists among
acquisition executives in several Fast-
ern European markets and Turkey (S.
Borden, President, ABV Productions
[Turkey], personal communication, 14
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May 1998; Vice president of interna-
tional sales fOE‘ a major Hollywood dis-
tributor, personal communication,
1969).

Enropean satellite and cable chan-
nels that target youth audiences, as
well as general entertainment channels
that program youth dayparts, form a
market for distributors’ teen-oriented
African American sitcoms, which of
ten incorporate a degree of multicultur-
alism. However, none of the European

buyers ! interviewed believed that mul-
ticultural themes could appeal to view-
ers ou*sdnﬂ the children and youth de-
mnérqp ics. Taking advantage of
sed channel compeution and au-
db?,}‘}:ﬁe segm entation in the mid-nine-
]z sz:e of Bez Azr became

. Wi f’ea ihe series was frst scld
ir mt!{naﬂ" in 1990, it suffered from
% mpression that it was “idiosyncrati-
Caﬁ}-’ American.” European buyers
wondered, “How are we ever going to
subtitle ““p?” {Schapiro, 1990, p. 29).
However, the series subsequently be-
came one of the most popular US sit-
coms in recent history, aired in at least
as many territories as “The Cosby Show in

an era cf grea?er international competi-

tion {Curtis, 1997).

The T,sropﬁaxi buyers I interviewed
believe that the glebal appeal of African
American youth culture paved the way

ularity of Fresh Prince md
- among youth viewers in
rkets, Apﬂarentw, there wasno
*smfeen those characters and

an ” says Paloma Garcia
Cuesia, utemafzsnal Executive for Re-
search : j@veiopmcnt at \pamsh
br sadtﬂs‘; Antena 3, who programmed

the series during the 9-3 p-m. teen slot.
“Teez’: gf,f slotof ’3'”ograrr_mmg . make
the difference,” she explained. “The

i 1:E

an
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Black people is related to the teenage
and American culture that they know
through the cinema, music, etc.” (per-
sonal communication, 14 June 1999).
Jeff Ford, Controller of Acquisitions at
British Channel Five, suggested that Afri-
can American sitcoms may perform
better than White American sitcoms
among teen viewers: “I think because
they’re a little more hip and the culture
of music is obviously a very important
part of those comedies, and therefore it
does touch with youth far more than
possibly White sitcoms” (perconal com-
munication, 7 July 1999).

The L.nexpected popularity of Fresh
Prince led to a surge of interest in
teenage African American sitcoms in
Europe in the late nineties. Lisa Gre-
gorian, currently Executive Vice Presi-
dent of International Research and
Marketing for Warner Bros., believes
that, “Fresh Prince of Bel Air broke the
barriers of many territories that previ-
ously wouldn’t have touched comedy
Iike this” (Curtis, 1997, p. 36). Eric
Schnedecker, Program Director for the
Universal Studios Network in Italy,
comments:

Twas workmg at Disney Channe; in Spain.
And, in Spain, the [Fresh] Prince of Bel Air
was working like crazy. That's why at Dis-
ney Channel we bought Moesha. We bought
Moesha because we knew that Black com-
edies are [a] great success and so we thought
the Moesha . . . would work also very well.
{personal communication, 3 May 1‘3991

The popularity of such series has
opened European buyers’ eyes to the
fact that some distinctive forms of Afri-
can American television culture can
find resonance in their markets. Still,
their perceptions about the kinds of
portrayals that can travel overseas are
Hmited to shows with the same charac-
terizations, settings, narratives, and
themes of White American sitcoms or
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those that target teenage viewers with
African American pop stars and hip-
hop culture.

The negative evaluation of African
American sitcoms among many buy-
ers leads to acquisition and scheduling
practices that further restrict their popu-
larity and the range of meanings view-
ers are likely to come away with. We
saw above that American distributors
sometimes promote African American
sitcoms heavily by including them in
package deals. Some buyers resist these
strategies when African American pro-
gramming is involved. Scott Borden, a
program broker for several American
distributors in Turkey and President of
ABV Productions, says, “if you're go-
ing to buy a Warner Bros. film pack-
age, and they require you to take a
comedy, you’re going to insist on
Friends and you’re going to refuse no
matter what to take Moesha” (personal
communication, 14 May 1999).> If
buyers cannot avoid acquiring un-
wanted series, they may simply not
air them. “In the House, for example,
was never aired in Germany,” accord-
ing to Dewi. “And I'm sure some-
body has [the rights to] it” (personal
communication, 11 May 1999).

We have seen how target demo-
graphics, industry structures, and atti-
tudes toward White and nonWhite cul-
tural values among European and
Asian buyers combine with the busi-
ness priorities and cultural assump-
tions of American distributors to se-
verely restrict the diversity and flow of
African American television culture
worldwide. However, some non-Euro-
pean buyers I interviewed located cul-
tural resonance and economic value in
African American sitcoms that differed
markedly from the understandings of
race and television viewership among
American and European executives.
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Buyers in Mexico and the Middle East
who target family audiences that are
less affluent than Europeans identified
a connection between Blackness and
economic struggle that their audiences
prefer. Ignacio Duran, Vice Presi-
dent of International Affairs at Mexi-
can broadcasters TV Azteca claimed
that, “Black comedies will do better
in Mexico or in Latin America be-
cause the element of the underdog is
there . .. and this will probably cause
an identification with the audience”
(personal communication, 15 April
1999). In a similar vein, Bassam Hajjawi,
President and CEQO of International
Distribution Agency, which brokers
programming for US distributors to
channels throughout the Middle East,
explained:

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 ... and if they see these
[White] situation comedies always with the
high-brow politicians or the millionaires,
they don’t sympathize as much. (personal
communication, 28 June 1999)

For Khalid Abdilaziz Al-Mugaiseeb,
CEO of Kuwait Television Channel 2,
African American sitcoms target fam-
ily audiences much better than White
sitcoms. “In White comedy,” he says,
“it’s like the aliens talking from an-
other planet. They’re talking about red-
necks and hotdogs. Black people, they
talk about things in the house” (per-
sonal communication, 13 October
1999). In fact, Al-Mugaiseeb notes a
good deal of cultural resonance be-
tween African American and Kuwaiti
communication styles and comedy.
“Most of what we accept from all the
comedy is Black,” he explains. “Cultur-
ally, it’s more similar. . .. Black com-
edy, especially the women, the way
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they act it’s like Arabic women—the
shaking of heads and such, some of it’s
Arab. ... And the way [men] hit {on
women)] is like Arabs.”

Cawe Mahlati, CEO of Black South
African channel Bophuthatswana Tele-
vision (Bop-TV) notes that African
American youth culture and the his-
tory of African American political
struggle are scme of the main values
she seeks when acquiring American
programming.

Afvican Americans have got a very, very
great influence in South African Black
urban culture, if you lock at the music
form . .. and the whole dressing style, the
whole neighborhood thing. . . . Bop Televi-
sion has [also] shown most of the movies
that depict the African American experi-
ence in the US. There's a lot of resonance
in South Africa for that kind of program-
ming. {perscnal communication, 3 May
1999)

Among American distributors, the
econgmic realities of international tele-
vision syndication blunt the impor-
tance of Latin American, Middle East-
ern, and African buying preferences.
Although international sales revenues
in general have become vital to domes-
tic production fanding in the US, Euro-
pean channels and their buying prefer-
ences are far more valuable. Several of
the American distributors I interviewed
simply assumed I was interested in
Furopean markets when I asked about
international distribution. In 19§87,
high-end estimates for the price of one-
hour of

American programming were

in Western Furopesn mar-
kets. Latin American markets paid on

average $3,301 for the same program-
ming, while Middle Eastern and Afri-
can buyers paid about $1,500 (Televi-
sion Business International, 1997). In
addition, due to heavy local produc-
fion in some Latin American markets,
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US distributors face stiff competition.
The Middle East, meanwhile, is re-
garded as “small potatoes” for Ameri-
can distributors, in spite of the extreme
wealth of some nations there (Veteran
international television executive, per-
sonal communication, March 1999).

Conclusion

Distribution, as we have seen, refers
in fact to several distinct business prac-
tices that restrict, frame, and reify par-
ticular production practices and view-
ing pleasures over others. On the
international market, distributors differ-
entjally promote their series—and cer-
tain aspects of those series—through
packaging and marketing. Buyers, se-
lecting from an already-limited array
of meanings and programming, further
constrain them through their schedul-
ing practices, which include not airing
or “burning” unwanted series and plac-
ing them in particular lineups and
dayparts. Because buyers’ choices pro-
vide additional distribution windows
and production funding for internation-
ally successful series, their preferences
also feed back into the production pro-
cess. Just as Hall’s (1980/1993) argu-
ment about encoding and decoding
claims that “encoding will have the
effect of constructing some of the limits
and parameters within which decoding
will take place” (p. 100), so distribution
practices delimit acquisition practices,
and these two processes together influ-
ence production and reception.

In the case of African American situ-
ation comedies, discourses of race,
class, and age intersect with the eco-
nomic imperatives of buyers and sell-
ers and the structure of domestic and
international television industries to
create a climate in which African
American series de not sell well. Due
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to niche marketing strategies and per-
ceptions of domestic audience prefer-
ences, African American sitcoms to-
day tend to be designed for middle-
class families or teenagers and young
adults. In ways quite similar to White
American viewers, distribution execu-
tives interpret the presence of middle-
class settings in these shows as an ab-
sence of distinctly Black cultural
markers, and accordingly refer to such
shows as “White,” as opposed to “eth-
nic” situation comedies that target
younger audiences. Authorized by a
long-standing rhetoric of Whiteness,
the interpretation that these more
“White” middle-class sitcoms are more
universal leads distributors to expect
better international sales from them, to
promote them more aggressively at
market and through package deals, and
to give them larger production bud-
gets.

Trade journal articles, promotional
fliers, and formal and informal discus-
sions with fellow television profession-
als provide layers of encrusted mean-
ing that shape buyers’ impressions of
which series will work with their audi-
ences, and why. Based on these impres-
sions, European buyers from channels
that target White, middle-class family
audiences generally mirror distribu-
tors’ interpretations of universality and
the limited appeal of African Ameri-
can sitcoms, as do many East Asian
buyers. When such buyers acquire Af-
rican American sitcoms that deviate
from these specifications in package
deals, they schedule them in ways that
guarantee failure. Buyers who target
teenage and young adult viewers some-
times seek out ethnic programming that
features African American youth styles
and schedule them in ways that high-
light teenage themes and limit the types
of audiences that will tune in, thus
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shaping the meanings and pleasures
available.

Some non-European buyers, select-
ing from the same program offerings,
locate different textual features that
they believe resonate with their target
audiences’ unique preferences. Latin
American and Middle Eastern buyers
from general entertainment channels
identify the working-class settings, hu-
mor, and communication styles in Afri-
can American sitcoms as valuable. A
South African buyer claims that all of
these textual features, as well as the
history of African American political
struggle, help her connect with her
target audience. Each of these instances
shows buyers activating textual mark-
ers of Blackness that differ from those
intended by American distributors.

Non-European buyers must resist
prevalent industry assumptlons about
the kinds of programming that appeal
to international audiences to find cul-
tural resonance and economic value in
American series, because the program-
ming, the promotional materials, and
the deals are not primarily designed
for them, but for general entertain-
ment, European channels. Whether this
trend will continue in the future de-
pends upon how important non-Euro-
pean markets become for American
distributors. Currently, it seems that
the ties between American and Euro-
pean conglomerates are only strength-
ening. New digital satellite platforms
in Europe offer countless new chan-
nels for premium American product.
American and European conglomer-
ates are acquiring one another. And
several American distributors have co-
production deals with European part-
ners.

Critical methods drawn from recep-
tion analysis, textual analysis, and po-
litical-economy are necessary to paint



395

CSMC HAVENS

afull g@;trai{ of the international televi-  the various levels of factors that play
ion business and the cultural politics out in international trade, and how
associated with it. If we hope to better they interact with one another. We
understand the complex and evolving need a clearer conception of distribu-
TﬁlaﬁOﬁShiP between globai capitalism  tion/acquisition as a vital node in the
and television in cur world today, we  girculation of global television culture.
need more grounded explorations of

Notes

of the interviews were conducted in English, with which executives had varying degrees of
p"oﬁuieds‘ I the interests of accuracy, | have tried to reproduce the comments of all executives as
prec;se!‘ zs possible in the bedy of the article.

“The example here is meant only to ke illusirative of Turkish buyers’ general attitades toward
: Amenican sitcoms. In fact, Moesha was distributed by Worldvision at the time, not Warner Bros.
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