“The Greatest Show on Earth: The Cosby Show and the Ascent of American Situation Comedies on the International Marketplace”

The Cosby Show (1984-1992) was one of a rare, and proba​bly now extinct, breed of American television series that captured and held the attention of vast audiences from nearly every walk of life for year after year of its prime-time run. The show attracted more viewers than any series in television history, reaching more than 63 millions Americans in the 1986-1987 season and posting Nielsen ratings that had not been seen since Bonanza’s 1964-1965 season.  The Cosby Show also made more money than any previous series, netting over $1 billion in domestic syndication sales and close to $1 billion in ad revenues for NBC during its eight years in prime-time. Most observers agree that, in today’s multi-channel universe, with audience segments break​ing up into smaller and smaller niches served by specialized programming, the days of blockbuster hits like The Cosby Show, All in the Family (1971-1979), The Beverly Hillbillies (1962-1971), and Laverne & Shirley (1976-1983) are gone forever. Nevertheless, the influence of The Cosby Show on the culture and the business of American televi​sion has long outlived the series itself.

The story behind the creation of The Cosby Show is one of those quintessentially Hollywood tales of a creative person who overcomes hardships in the pursuit of a dream, and whose perseverance is finally rewarded with success. Bill Cosby’s initial idea for a television situation comedy about an intact African American family featured him as a janitor and his wife as a construction worker. But after a visit with television producers Marcy Carsey and Tom Warner, everyone agreed that the show should be set in upper middle-class sur​roundings. Cosby shopped his idea to CBS and ABC, the top two networks at the time, but both passed on the series because of Cosby's poor track record in prime-time series and the fact that situation comedies had all but disappeared from the network schedules of the early eighties. While Cosby's first prime-time series, I Spy (1965-1968), had been successful and his Saturday morning cartoon Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids (1972-1979) drew strong audiences, he had had sev​eral prime-time flops in a row, including The Bill Cosby Show (1969-1971), The New Bill Cosby Show (1972-1973), and Cos (1976). Eventually, the NBC network, which had spent nine years at the bottom of the network ratings, agreed to gamble on the show. The first episode, starring Bill Cosby as obstetrician Heathcliff Huxtable and Phylicia Allen as his attorney wife Clair, aired on September 20, 1984, and the show almost immediately shot to the top of the ratings.

The accomplishments of The Cosby Show are almost too nu​merous to list. The show rewrote the manual on how African Americans could and should be represented on television. Along with its perennial partner Family Ties (1982-1989), The Cosby Show helped lift NBC from last-place in the network ratings to the top position for six straight years. It also single-hand​edly put an unknown production company, Carsey-Werner, on the Hollywood map, where it currently enjoys a status as one of the most respected producers of ensemble situation comedies. Industry insiders credit the series with resurrecting the situation comedy genre, which had all but disappeared in a flood of prime-time soap operas in the early eighties. And, the show’s distributor, Viacom, made television history when it required local television stations around the country to bid for the privilege of rerunning the series.

While The Cosby Show’s importance in American television history has been well documented, critics and scholars have paid little attention to the series’ international success. Still, it became as popular with international viewers as it was with American viewers, and was exported to more than seventy countries.  Throughout the eighties, The Cosby Show consistently topped the ratings in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, and it was the most popular American imports in nations across Europe, beating out previous international favorites like Dallas (1978-1991), Dynasty (1981-1989) and The A-Team (1983-1987).  This series was a certifiable international hit, and its success changed the business of international television trade. Ironically, though The Cosby Show is remembered in the U.S. for demonstrating that a sitcom featuring a nuclear, upper middle-class African American family could be popular, in international circles the show primarily paved the way for an increased exportation of White American sitcoms.

The Changing Role of International Sales

Before we go into the details of The Cosby Show's international success, it is helpful to understand the connections between domestic and international television distribution that existed in the U.S. in the mid-eighties and early nineties, the prime years of The Cosby Show’s international success. American television producers and distributors became more and more dependent on international sales revenues during this time period due to changes in the domestic television industry and the explosion in commercial channels across Europe. Throughout the eighties, the American broadcast networks—ABC, NBC, and CBS—saw a steady drop in their audience shares, as new cable networks sprang up, cable spread into more and more homes, and Twentieth Century Fox cobbled together several formerly independent television stations into a fledgling new network—Fox. Consequently, the networks became more and more sensitive about operating costs, including the license fees that they paid to production companies for the rights to broadcast prime-time series.

Since 1970, the major networks had been prohibited from owning most of the television programs they broadcast during prime-time by the Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) Financial-Interest and Syndication rules (FinSyn).  As a result, Hollywood studios or independent production companies unaffiliated with the networks produced almost all prime-time television. For example, Viacom International held both the domestic and international distribution rights to The Cosby Show from 1984 through 1995, when Carsey-Warner re-purchased the rights. In essence, the FinSyn rules forbade the networks from profiting from domestic syndication, which are sales made to local television stations across the country that then rerun popular networks series outside of prime-time.

Domestic syndication has long been the “Holy Grail” of television program sales, offering profits that dwarf the license fees paid by the networks. This fact led to the still common practice of “deficit financing,” where networks pay only a portion of the costs of production in return for rights to air a series during prime-time, after which producers sell the series in syndication, securing their profits over long term. However, getting a series into domestic syndication can be difficult, because local stations typically want at least three-years' worth of episodes so that they can “strip” schedule the series Monday through Friday at the same time. By the mid-eighties, networks' fears about diminishing audiences and the loss of advertising revenues led them to pull series off their prime-time schedules quicker than ever, thus threatening producers’ syndication revenues. Meanwhile, producers’ costs were skyrocketing, leading many to seek out international sales revenues to help recoup costs in the years prior to domestic syndication.

Although American companies had been distributing programming internationally since the sixties, it was only in the mid- to late-eighties that these markets became crucial sources of revenue. One of the main reasons behind this change in production financing owed to the worldwide explosion of channels and broadcast hours due to new satellite and cable delivery systems, broadcast deregulation, and the privatization of public broadcasting channels worldwide. Very often, these startup channels relied on cheap imported programming in their first few years, often increasing their use of more costly local productions only after they had gathered an audience and turned a profit. In Europe, the largest market for American television exports, the number of television channels grew nearly twenty-fold between 1984 and 1996.

The deregulation of broadcasting throughout the eighties, particularly in Europe and Asia, also helped usher in this wave of new channels, as countries where one or two public channels had previously dominated the airwaves opened to commercial broadcast competition. In response, many public channels were sold to commercial interests, while some others that remained in public hands had to compete for viewers with the commercial channels, leading to their increased use of imported American programming for reasons of economics and viewer popularity. By the late-eighties, then, American producers had come to rely on international sales to help defray production deficits associated with network series. In 1987, William Saunders, an executive vice president at the Twentieth Century Fox, commented on the rapidly changing importance of international revenues: “Three or four years ago, any money that came in from international, we’d say, ‘Oh, that's nice.’ Now it's a very important part of the budget process.”

Viacom and the Selling of The Cosby Show
The Cosby Show’s international popularity coincided with the changing importance of international sales for American companies. A close examination of Viacom’s international marketing strategies reflects both this change and the growing recognition that, against conventional industry wisdom at the time, situation comedies could achieve popularity on the international markets.

Viacom was created in the wake of the FCC’s FinSyn rules, when CBS spun off its syndication wing into a separate company. By the mid-eighties, however, Viacom’s library of seventies’ CBS hits such as The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1970-1977) was aging, and the company was on the lookout for new programming. Before finding The Cosby Show, its previous efforts had netted only such forgettable shows as Dear Detective (1979) and The Lazarus Syndrome (1979), though the company also held the rights to some B-movies and Perry Mason specials. Therefore, when Carsey-Warner ran into trouble financing The Cosby Show’s high budgets, Viacom agreed to pump in extra funds in return for the right to distribute the show worldwide.

Observers estimate that The Cosby Show never earned more than one hundred million dollars in international revenues. While this figure pales in comparison with the more than $1 billion the series brought in from domestic syndication, it still represents wide international appeal, given that international buyers paid significantly less for the rights to air the series than their domestic counterparts.  In addition, when The Cosby Show soared to the number one spot in the U.S., Viacom was unable to recoup its investment until 1987, when enough episodes had been produced for domestic syndication. For three years, then, international sales offered the only revenues from the series while the company awaited domestic syndication profits. In fact, in 1987 Viacom reported $770 million in unfulfilled domestic distribution contracts, owing chiefly to revenues from The Cosby Show that it was unable to collect because the show had not yet reached a sufficient number of episodes.

It is difficult to say with certainty the precise revenues that Viacom received from selling rights to The Cosby Show internationally, but a close examination of the company’s financial reports from the time give us a good sense of how profitable the show was. In the first two years of the show’s run, revenues from foreign exports remained steady or fell slightly, but from 1986 until 1989, exports grew between 12.2% and 29.3%, totaling more than $20 million by decade’s end. Of course, not all of these revenues can be attributed to sales of The Cosby Show, but the series was certainly the most popular international property owned by Viacom at the time.
  The Cosby Show far outperformed any of its domestic competitors in international sales.  Family Ties, for instance, occasionally challenged The Cosby Show for the top-rated position in the U.S. market, and was also sold internationally by Paramount Pictures.  While the quality of the writing and acting in Family Ties rivaled that of The Cosby Show, and many remember the series as The Cosby Show’s “White obverse,”
 Family Ties achieved only lackluster international sales.

Viacom’s international distribution strategy for The Cosby Show is likewise difficult to reconstruct. In all likelihood, the strategy was mostly opportunistic and haphazard, rather than carefully planned, due to low expectations for the series in international markets. We can see these low expectations reflected in the way Viacom advertised its programming in TV World, one of the main international television trade journals at the time. In 1984 and 1985, the company’s slogan, “The world turns to Viacom for great drama,” was repeated in several advertisements for drama programming, especially the miniseries Peter the Great (1986). The first mention of The Cosby Show came in a February 1985 advertisement promoting four series—Me and Mom (1985), Star Games (1985), Peter the Great, and The Cosby Show—in which mention of The Cosby Show is buried at the end of the second paragraph of copy. Obviously, Viacom did not view the show as a lucrative international commodity at the time.

Most of the international sales in 1984 and 1985 were to non-European or Scandinavian general entertainment television networks. These markets were still dominated by one or two public broadcast networks that had low revenues and consequently paid low license fees for imported programs. In Denmark and the Netherlands, the state broadcasters reported that The Cosby Show was the top-rated import in 1986. In South Africa, where the show consistently ranked number one, the state broadcasting authority began airing the show in 1985 on a newly introduced channel that targeted a broad audience, unlike the existing channels that served specific ethnic or racial groups. The monopoly socialist television network in Poland reported that the show was popular in the fall of 1986. State-run channels in Israel and Lebanon likewise reported in 1988 that the series had been an unqualified success for more than a year.
 Because these were not primary international markets for American distributors, it would have been easy for Viacom’s executives not to notice the show’s popularity in these territories, or to write off the popularity as little more than a curiosity.

Slowly, the growing success of The Cosby Show in international markets began to sink in at Viacom, particularly as a handful of larger European territories started broadcasting the show. In these increasingly lucrative and competitive territories, the show performed best in newly commercializing markets at small television stations. The show flopped in Belgium in 1985, where it was carried on the state broadcaster prior to the introduction of commercial television. In Italy, which had had pervasive, if illegal, private television since the mid-seventies, the show performed well on private station Canale 5 from 1985 onward. The Spanish public television network broadcast the show in 1988, but no information identifies how long the series ran or how popular it was.

France’s M6, a theme channel dedicated to popular entertainment, began programming the show in 1988, soon after private television broadcasting became legal, and continued with good ratings for at least six years. In the UK, meanwhile, the series began airing in 1985 on Channel 4, a commercial broadcaster aimed at affluent viewers. While the series achieved only a “cult following” of between two and three million viewers per episode, it was one of the top-rated shows on Channel 4 and received high Appreciation Scores, which measure viewers’ levels of enjoyment. Finally, in Germany, the public broadcaster ZDF began broadcasting the series in 1987, but it did not develop much of a following until it moved to the commercial broadcaster Pro7 in 1989.

Viacom’s growing awareness of The Cosby Show’s European popularity, combined with the promise of new, private channels across the continent that would require cheap American imports to fill out their broadcast schedules, led the company to take a more aggressive approach to promoting the show. By 1986, Viacom reported sales of The Cosby Show in more than 60 countries. In February 1986, the company felt it financially worthwhile to take out a full-page ad for the show in TV World announcing that the domestically renowned series was available for international distribution. By November 1986, we find a full-page ad announcing that The Cosby Show is “The World’s Newest Superpower,” and claiming that the show “has transcended language and culture.” Although the show had overcome non-European languages and cultures prior to the publication of this ad, sales to Western European markets provided the catalyst for Viacom’s revised international marketing strategy and somewhat hyperbolic claims. However, international sales revenues remained tiny in comparison to domestic sales, even in the largest foreign markets, in part because many of the channels that bought the show had selective audiences rather than general audiences that can fetch higher advertising revenues. UK Channel 4 reportedly paid between £10,000 and £15,000 per episode ($16,000-$23,000 in 1990 dollars), while France’s M6 paid between 20,000 and 30,000 French Francs per episode ($3000-$4500 in 1990 dollars). Domestic sales, meanwhile, amounted to more than $4 million per episode.

Why did Viacom have such low expectation for a series that had smashed so many domestic television records, especially considering that other top-rated American series such as Dallas and Dynasty had recently performed remarkably well abroad? The answer lies in The Cosby Show’s programming genre and the generally low opinion of the international marketability of situation comedies at the time.

Despite the importance of international sales revenues for domestic production funding, considerable uncertainty exists among executives about which kinds of programming will appeal to which audience in which territories. Prior to the mid-nineties, these uncertainties were exacerbated by a virtual absence of international ratings data. Uncertain sales revenues profoundly influence the pricing of international programs, distributors’ efforts to promote those programs, buyer’s attitudes toward them, and the sales revenues that specific programs generate from international markets. Consequently, a good deal of industry lore circulates among international executives about the kinds of programming that can and cannot “travel,” based on past experiences, conjecture, and efforts to identify similarities among international hits.

One of the most pervasive ways of thinking about similarities among television programs among industry executives, critics, and audiences alike is in terms of genre. Genres are program types, such as game shows, police dramas, or soap operas, that help identify prominent characteristics shared by different television shows and the audiences that are likely to be attracted to those shows. In international television trade, it is generally accepted that some genres have a broader international appeal than others. Michael Solomon, formerly President of International Television at Warner Bros. explains that, "Soft pictures, cute romantic comedies are very hard to sell outside the United States. But if you have a suspense drama, an action-adventure-type drama, that sells abroad."
 Broadly speaking, action-adventure is considered the most universally appealing genre. As Derk Zimmerman, former President of Group W Productions, puts it, “Car goes down the street, car makes the wrong turn, car blows up. . . everybody understands that."

In the eighties, conventional industry wisdom held that American situation comedies could not sell internationally, due to the culturally specific nature of comedy and the difficulties of translating verbal comedy into other languages. As a result, American sitcoms suffered from perceptions that they were “quintessentially American.” Such American sitcom mega-hits as All in the Family and Three’s Company (1977-1984), for instance, posted meager international sales, despite the fact that they were based on imported British series and consequently had a certain level of international cachet. While M*A*S*H (1972-1983) and I Love Lucy (1951-1957) had achieved international success prior to The Cosby Show, they were seen as exceptions that proved the rule. As one trade journal article from the period begins, “Comedy doesn’t travel, according to the experts.”
 Jim McNamara, a former president of worldwide television for MCA (currently Universal Pictures), estimated that only about 5% of American situation comedies found international buyers in the early eighties.

Regardless of the challenge of selling sitcoms internationally, the genre became increasingly popular in domestic syndication from the mid-eighties to the mid-nineties. Again, The Cosby Show had a central role in this trend, because its popularity spawned a number of imitators. In the domestic market, sitcoms attract desirable, young demographics, are easy for television stations to schedule because they last only thirty minutes, and retain more of their audience in reruns than any other genre. Therefore, American distributors found their libraries stocked with sitcoms in need of international buyers.

By the mid-nineties, negative attitudes about the international marketability of situation comedies had been revised. As one commentator writes, “the old paradigm against the international appeal of sitcoms has changed. It's not that sitcoms don't work, it's that some kinds of sitcoms don't work.”
 Virtually every account credits The Cosby Show with a pivotal role in changing the one-time conventional wisdom that sitcoms didn’t travel well in foreign markets.

The International Appeal of The Cosby Show
Why did The Cosby Show draw international viewers like no sitcom in recent memory? Of course, the changes in the television industries across the globe outlined above help explain why the show might have appealed to the raft of upstart channels that began in the mid-eighties. But how did The Cosby Show achieve high-levels of audience satisfaction in so many of the nations where it was telecast? The answer lies with the international viewers themselves.

Although no comprehensive research into international viewers’ reasons for watching The Cosby Show took place at the time, a number of newspaper articles did report viewers’ attitudes in various parts of the world. A scholarly article about the show’s reception in the Caribbean and a book that includes some written comments alongside numerical reports on viewers’ satisfaction levels also give us glimpses into the kinds of pleasures that viewers may have gotten from watching the show.

Unlike most shows before it, The Cosby Show presents a picture of a comfortably well-off, upper-class African American family that faces few problems from the world outside its living room walls. Based on their discussions with numerous Black and White American focus groups from across the socio-economic spectrum, Jhally and Lewis in Enlightened Racism argue that the show strikes a politically conservative chord by failing to portray the economic and social hardships that so often constitute part of what it means to be Black in the United States. The authors criticize the show for ignoring these thorny issues and leaving White viewers with the impression that African Americans no longer face economic barriers in American society, at the same time that it flatters African American viewers by avoiding traditional buffoon characters. Whatever the reader may think of these arguments, the fact that The Cosby Show avoids most overt references to American economic hardships may have made the show more accessible to international viewers, who might have found such allusions unfamiliar and confusing.
 

When politics did surface on The Cosby Show, it mostly involved issues with long histories and international currency, such as Civil Rights, Anti-Apartheid, and education movements. In one episode, for instance, the family watched a re-broadcast of Martin Luther King JR’s illustrious “I Have a Dream” speech. Huxtable son Theo displayed an Anti-Apartheid poster on his bedroom door in the first several seasons. And the importance of education for personal and racial uplift, especially the role of historically Black colleges and universities in educating African Americans, became a recurring theme in the series. Due to the long history of these political issues and their international visibility, international viewers would have found them much easier to understand than the kinds of flash-in-the-pan political issues that dominate series such as Murphy Brown (1988-1998) or West Wing (1999-present).

The Huxtable family’s economic status was also reflected in the allusions that the show made to high-class African American culture, rather than the hip-hop references that fill most present-day African American sitcoms. Episodes of the show often featured jazz, blues, R&B music, and visual artists. Work by African American painters, many with Black figures and scenes, decorated the living room walls. As Herman Gray points out, the series made accessible to viewers an African American upper-class lifestyle that had been around for centuries, but rarely got noticed by popular culture. In fact, the main political work of the show was this effort to uncouple portrayals of African Americans from their prior connections with poverty and popular youth culture. In this way, the series was able to achieve a comparatively dignified depiction of African Americans, shorn of conventional reliance on Black stereotypes, inner-city settings, and youth culture. Moreover, as Gray points out, through the use of African American high culture, it was impossible to treat the characters’ race as “an object of derision and fascination.”
  Much like their African American counterparts, non-White viewers abroad appreciated and enjoyed the fact that show portrayed non-Whites with dignity rather than derision.

Despite the show’s break with conventional popular images of African Americans, it nevertheless retained a good deal of physical humor, which has been prevalent in African American culture since the days of slavery.
 For instance, in one episode, all of the family member’s perform a lip-synch pantomime of Ray Charles and the Raylettes “Night Time is the Right Time” to the delight of the Huxtable grandparents. Much of the humor derives from Bill Cosby’s exaggerated facial expressions and reaction shots. In international markets, The Cosby Show’s physical forms of comedy retained their humor because they were not based in verbal expressions that often lose their subtlety and effect in translation.

Finally, The Cosby Show tried to include something for every viewer in order to gather the entire family in front of the set at a time when cable channels were focused on fragmenting the family into demographic niches. Episodes frequently featured multiple story lines that highlighted family life, the romance between Cliff and Claire, the travails of teenage life with Denise and later Theo, and childhood with Rudy and later Olivia. Thus, viewers from a wide range of circumstances could find characters and plots that intersected with their own lives and interests. This kind of diversity extends beyond the borders of the U.S. as well, as we frequently see international characters and plots. Theo’s math teacher Mrs. Westlake, for instance, is Portuguese. In the final episode, we discover that Denise is living in Singapore. As John Downing has written, these “aspects of international culture are part of the Huxtables’ taken-for-granted world.”
 As such, we might expect the show to appeal more to international viewers than a series focused solely on a single slice of American life.

Black viewers from around the world responded well to the show’s unique depiction of Black dignity through the show’s humor and the trope of African American high culture. Consider these comments from Black viewers in the U.S., Barbados, and South Africa:

I like this show because it depicts Black people in a positive way. I think [Cosby] is good. It’s good to see that Black people can be professionals.
 (USA)

Black people in this show are not isolated, no fun is made of Blackness, and the characters are shown leading wholesome normal lives.
 (Barbados)

The show makes me proud of being Black.
 (South Africa)

Obviously, in order to feel the racial pride that these viewers express, they need to share a belief that Blacks have been historically ridiculed in White popular culture, and that The Cosby Show is breaking with those traditions. In fact, these comments offer a good reminder that the international circulation of culture has been happening for centuries, and is not a new feature of the electronic media age. Furthermore, the ridicule of Blacks—and non-Whites in general—has been a part of that trade since the sixteenth century. Apparently, this fact has not escaped the attention of Blacks worldwide.


Black viewers also derived solace from the show’s depiction of well-to-do African Americans. A Black South African viewers says,


The Cosby Show…is saying, “Come on you White guys [in South Africa], the Blacks are not so bad as you make them out to be. Look at us, we are having a good life and normal problems here in America. Give those guys down there a chance. Let’s change for the better and live together, not apart.”

For this viewer, the show imagined a world free of racial violence, economic hardship, and political disenfranchisement. As Downing has noted regarding domestic viewership, the setting of the show “is not simply a matter of blanking out the ugly realities of continuing oppression, but also offers some sense of resolution to the grinding realities of racial tension and mistrust in the United States.”
 It would seem the show offered similar solace to Black viewers abroad.


Other non-White viewers expressed similar feelings of pride and hope watching The Cosby Show. Some Lebanese viewers thought that the Huxtables “came across as successful and smart, without having sold out to White culture.” Another Lebanese viewer commented that, “American Blacks are a little like us. They have big families.” 
 Obviously, the first statement demonstrates that these viewers consider the maintenance of one’s cultural identity a respectable goal, and the dignified portrayals of Black high culture in the series signaled for them the family’s refusal to “sell out.” Furthermore, we see again the show’s ability to create an idyllic world for these viewers, where cultural integrity and material plenty can go hand-in-hand. In fact, this comment reflects a recognition that material success for non-Whites worldwide is a dangerous proposition that has the potential to destroy local cultures. Certainly, we see evidence in both comments that the presence of African American actors and the ways in which Blackness was linked with high culture and material success played an important role in these viewers’ enjoyment of the show.


For some White viewers abroad, the race of the characters was also a part of The Cosby Show’s appeal. A Swedish journalist wrote, “the fact that [the Huxtables] are Black also plays into [the appeal of the show]. They are so much more attractive than White people.”
 While this comment is complementary, it also reflects hundreds of years of libidinal preoccupation with Black culture among Whites.  Black culture has long aroused fear and rebuke in White society, at the same time that Whites have been intrigued by the perceived energy, sexuality, and naturalness of Black culture. Most writers agree that this perception of Black culture has more to do with what is repressed in White culture than what is actually present in Black culture, and the fascination typically works to exacerbate differences and stereotype Blacks as primitive.

In a similar vein, a White South African viewer commented, “You’d be surprised what [Cosby] has meant to the Afrikaner. The Afrikaner doesn’t mix with Black men. The television brings the Black man’s quality right into his living room.”
 Again, while this viewer remarks positively about Blacks, he still demonstrates a desire to experience Black “difference” vicariously in the form of a non-threatening sitcom. At least for some White viewers, the fact that The Cosby Show featured Black actors was integral to their enjoyment of the show because it gave them a glimpse into the lifestyle of a group that has historically been defined as fundamentally different than them.

Not all viewers abroad considered race an important feature of The Cosby Show. Let us take two very different examples that show how, for some, the national origins of the show trumped the show’s racial content. First, a pro-Apartheid viewer in South African claimed that,

The greatest divide between Black and White in this country is not the color of one’s skin but the First- and Third-World values and attitudes displayed by the different race groups….Therefore, we do not see The Cosby Show as being about Black people, but we see it as a very entertaining sitcom displaying beliefs and values we can associate with.

For this viewer, The Cosby Show is primarily a Western show that extols American values, and the race of the characters is of lesser importance. In a similar vein, several of the Bahamian viewers that Monica Payne interviewed for an article entitled, “The ‘Ideal’ Black Family? A Caribbean View of The Cosby Show,” disliked the show because of its American-ness. “The North American influence coming from the show I believe to be detrimental on the whole,” said one viewer. “Especially the norms of the children’s behavior and their fashions I believe have a negative effect on [Bahamian] youth.”
 Each of these comments is perhaps somewhat surprising, and becomes comprehensible only when we realize that the show was simultaneously Black and American.

As the foregoing overview of international audience responses to The Cosby Show demonstrates, foreign viewers found a variety of pleasures in the series.  The upper middle-class domestic setting offered admirable values for some and idyllic goals for others, while emptying the series of controversial and parochial political issues. This setting also provided the series with a transnational urban sensibility that international viewers could identify with.  The dignified portrayals of Blackness, especially the series’ allusions to African American high culture and the absence of traditional stereotypes, appealed to non-White viewers worldwide, who share a common history of stereotyping and ridicule at the hands of White Europeans.  At the same time, some White viewers around the world found the portrayal of a slice of Black life different enough to be titillating, yet similar enough to be comforting.  In summary, perhaps the most masterful thing about the series was its ability to please so many viewers in such different ways, without alienating others.  Of course, not every viewer enjoyed the series, but even the comments from those who disliked it are useful in helping us understand what kinds of messages international viewers saw in the show.  While we have no way to determine how widespread any of these attitudes was at the time of the series’ international broadcasts, or whether other kinds of responses were more common, the similarities of some of these responses from different parts of the world is striking.  To what degree, then, did international television executives recognize these dimensions of the show’s popularity abroad, and how did the show’s performance influence industry attitudes toward the situation comedy in general and African American sitcoms in particular?

International Executives Learn from The Cosby Show
By 1996, Jim McNamara at MCA estimated that the major U.S. studios (MGM, Twentieth Century Fox, Paramount Pictures, Sony Pictures, Universal Pictures, Walt Disney, Warner Bros.) found international buyers for about seventy percent of their situation comedies, up from only five percent in the early eighties. McNamara wasn’t alone in his assessment. Lisa Gregorian, former vice president of marketing and research for Warner Bros. International Television, commented that, “I think, in general, comedies have a much more significant place on the international (broadcaster’s) schedules than they once did 10 years ago.” Tony Lynn, a former executive vice president of international television at MGM/UA, also agreed that, ”American comedies [became] accepted in international broadcast during the eighties.”

The main international trade journals carried several feature articles in the early and mid-nineties addressing the revised notions in the industry about the international popularity of American sitcoms, almost all of which cite The Cosby Show as pivotal in turning around executives’ opinions. The primary change that the series helped usher in was a belief that family-based situation comedies could be successful internationally. While other series including Full House (1987-1995), Fresh Prince of Bel-Air (1990-1996), Family Matters (1989-1998), and Golden Girls also contributed to the rethinking of the genre, The Cosby Show was the earliest and most successful example of the trend.

Virtually every international television executive seems to agree that The Cosby Show’s “universal” family themes allowed the show to overcome cultural barriers of nation, race, and language. Look, for instance, at the strikingly similar explanations for the success of the series in the following executives’ comments:

The Cosby Show was a universal hit. It was conveying universal values of family and generosity. One might think that this guy was typically American, but he was not thought of as such around the world. (Arthur Dela, former chair of Paris-based Arathos, owner of satellite systems in Eastern and Central Europe)



The Cosby Show…is such a universal experience of a man trying to raise children.... These are like universal issues of family. (Vice president of international television at a major Hollywood distributor)

[The] Cosby [Show] is universal…. It’s not just purely a Black comedy with Black actors. It’s a comedy that reaches out to all cultures and generations because the problems they face are general problems that everyone faces every single day. (Jeff Ford, Controller of Acquisitions at UK Channel Five)

What travels is [The] Cosby [Show]. It’s universal, I mean, it has nothing to do with America. Things that happen in every household, it happens in Cosby as well. (Frank Mulder, Director of Program Acquisitions and Sales, NOS, a Dutch public broadcasting consortium)

While these comments may be accurate, we must remember that even today, international audience research is underdeveloped in many territories, and even the most advanced ratings data does not tell us why viewers watch a particular series, only that they watch. Furthermore, as we saw earlier, the investigations that have been conducted into why viewers around the world enjoyed the show almost uniformly identified racial and national identities as important.

One striking element of executives’ comments about The Cosby Show is how similar they are to many White American viewers’ comments that the Huxtable family didn’t come across as Black.
 There were two reasons for this. First, as discussed above, the show did not depict African American culture in the same way as its predecessors, but through allusions to African American high culture. Second, because the show extolled strong middle-class values in an upper middle-class setting, many middle-class White viewers could easily identify. In many ways, the interpretation of The Cosby Show among White television executives from the U.S. and Europe mirrored those of White American viewers. For example, several executives referred to the show as either “White” or “not Black:”

The Black sitcoms we’ve been involved in have been the Cosbys. And that’s not a Black sitcom. (Herb Lazarus, President of International, Carsey-Werner International)

The reason [for the success of] shows like…Cosby…is the fact that a lot of them are very White. (Director of international research at a major Hollywood distributor)

The Black sitcom works best if it’s, let’s say, as White as possible, which is surely the case with The Cosby Show. (European television buyer)

In each of these comments, executives are misinterpreting the absence of allusions to popular youth culture and poverty as an absence of African American culture in the series. By calling the series “White,” these executives deny the presence and importance of African American elements in the show, at the same time that they implicitly suggest that truly “Black” shows lack the appropriate focus on family themes and settings that situation comedies need in international trade. Moreover, this category of experience is explicitly defined as “White.”

The Cosby Show, in retrospect, seems to have done more to facilitate the export of White American sitcoms than it did for Black American sitcoms. First, industry executives misinterpreted the show’s depiction of an upper middle-class African American lifestyle as a depiction of White American culture. Second, most African American series are targeted at teenagers and young adults, because it is thought that viewers of all races in this age group readily “cross over” racial lines in their consumption of television and popular culture. Consequently, most African American situation comedies produced today target this demographic with youth-oriented setting, themes, plots, and characters, rather than the kinds of domestic themes and plots that executives consider suited for international sales.

The point of these observations is not to criticize television executives for their inherent racial biases. All human beings carry with them a complex web of cultural assumptions, experiences, and blind-spots that color the way we understand various phenomena. International television executives are no different. The difference is that their cultural worldviews shape the flow of popular culture around the globe.

The Cosby Show’s Continuing Influence in International Television

The Cosby Show helped establish the belief among international television executives that some American situation comedies focused on middle-class family issues can overcome worldwide cultural differences and become successful. Even more impressive is the fact that the show seemed to accomplish this feat without a great deal of promotion on the part of its distributor, Viacom, which instead considered the series’ international sales prospects to be marginal due to prevalent attitudes at the time about situation comedies. Published audience comments suggest that, much as in the domestic market, The Cosby Show’s abilities to bring together different segments of the audience by refusing to alienate anyone were central to its appeal abroad.  This capacity allowed the show to draw viewers from various national, racial, religious, and economic backgrounds as few television shows ever had.

What truly made The Cosby Show the greatest show on earth, however, was the combination of its capacity to speak to a broad cross-section of viewers worldwide along with its ability to serve the economic needs of a quickly internationalizing American television industry during the eighties and nineties.  Between 1988 and 1998, revenues from sales to foreign television channels at the Hollywood majors nearly quadrupled, from less than one billion to nearly four billion.
  Although conventional estimates suggest that perhaps as many as one billion people worldwide have seen an episode of I Love Lucy, making it perhaps the most watched series in American television history, it was distributed at a time when international sales meant very little to the domestic television industry.  Consequently the series had little impact on how international television operates.

The Cosby Show, meanwhile, aired during the most rapid period of television internationalization in history.  Not only was the series key in revising prevailing attitudes toward the situation comedy genre among international television professionals at a time when sitcoms were becoming more numerous in the domestic market, it also gave rise to the now common practice of figuring international sales revenues into domestic production budgets for situation comedies from the outset.  Today, television executives must consider a sitcom’s international sales potential before they are willing to sink a great deal of money into a project. The Cosby Show also demonstrated that probably every top-rated American network series can find wide international appeal, regardless of its programming genre.  Reasoning from the global popularity of Dallas and Dynasty prior to The Cosby Show, most television professionals believed that drama was the only television genre with strong international appeal.  Nowadays, however, due to The Cosby Show’s clear demonstration that sitcoms, too, can be popular internationally, American distributors and international buyers alike assume that just about any top-rated American series will perform well with viewers abroad.

Although The Cosby Show revolutionized the financing and thinking of international television distribution, more profound insights about the global circulation of television programming went unnoticed by executives, specifically the fact that the national and racial origins of the characters were central to international viewers’ enjoyment of the series.  In the wake of The Cosby Show’s success, a handful of African American situation comedies began to achieve some notable international success. Family Matters, Moesha (1996-2001), and especially The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air achieved respectable—even impressive—sales within and beyond Europe. Lisa Gregorian of Warner Bros. International Television even identified the growing popularity of African American sitcoms in international television sales as a significant new trend, owing mainly to the success of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. “People say Cosby started this,” she commented in 1997, “and he undoubtedly had a hand in it. But Fresh Prince of Bel Air broke the barriers of many territories that previously wouldn’t have touched comedy like this.”
 In spite of Gregorian’s observations, other executives have not echoed her words before or since.  Instead, the main benefactors of the revised attitude that family-oriented sitcoms can sell well abroad have been such White series as Roseanne (1988-1997), Home Improvement (1991-1999), and Sabrina, the Teenage Witch (1996-present), all of which performed strongly in European and Latin American markets. As a senior executive at one of the major Hollywood studios explained, “I think there is a general sense that if [a show] is too tied to the African American experience, then it won’t work internationally.”

Why did television professionals discount race and national origin when discussing the reasons behind the series’ global success?  While this is a complex question, the fact that the U.S. is a predominantly White market that exports primarily to other mostly White markets is an important piece of the puzzle.  In the mid- to late-eighties, the two main industry organization for American television and film exports, the Motion Picture Export Association and the American Film Marketing Association, reported that more than sixty percent of their revenues came from European sales.  Also among the “elite eight” nations that account for nearly three-quarters of U.S. audiovisual exports are the predominantly White nations of Canada and Australia. Because the primary U.S. network audience shares racial and class identities with the principal audiences in their most lucrative foreign markets, American television distributors have a strong incentive not to consider how The Cosby Show’s portrayals of Blackness may have contributed to its international success, given that most of the programming they produce and sell addresses White characters and themes.  Instead, we might expect distributors to deny vociferously that race was central to the popularity of The Cosby Show abroad, which, as we have seen, they did.

While the idea that “universal family themes” underwrote The Cosby Show’s international success may seem plausible, it is based in liberal-humanist assumptions about cross-cultural trade that are, at the very least, debatable. “Classic humanism postulates that, in scratching the surface of the history of men a little. . . one very quickly reaches the solid rock of human nature,” writes the French semiotician Roland Barthes.  “Progressive humanism, on the contrary, must always. . . scour nature, its ‘laws’ and its ‘limits’ in order to discover History there.”
  In other words, while we may find it natural to assume that universal human experiences explain the global popularity of television series such as The Cosby Show, it is equally likely that viewers in different parts of the world find relevance in different aspects of imported series, depending upon their society’s relationship to imperialism, racism, capitalism, and so forth.  However, as the assumption that all cultures share universal similarities is one of the dominant fictions of Western modernity, we should not be surprised to find it running through the comments of Western television professionals.  Moreover, because these professionals are in the business of selling their programming as widely as possible, they have good reason to promote the idea that all the world’s cultures are basically the same.

Nevertheless, as the American television industry confronts an increasingly multicultural world, both at home and abroad, television professionals will have to rethink some of their most basic assumptions about the universal appeal of White, middle-class American values.  As the greatest television show on earth to date, The Cosby Show’s international success offered television professionals a unique opportunity to learn about how worldwide differences in race and ethnicity are related to the circulation of popular television programming and the enjoyment that viewers derive from these imported television products.  Too often, these lessons go largely unlearned.
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