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Introduction

Shakti Jaising and Hadi Gharabaghi

The rise of subscription video-on-demand (SVOD) services since the late 2000s has intensified the convergence of film and television. A number of excellent studies1 have tracked the operations of the largest of these services—Netflix, Amazon Prime Video, and Disney+, which continue to grow and compete tightly in an increasingly digitized global mediascape. These studies have shown how the US-born streaming companies’ platforms deploy algorithms to personalize content viewers encounter when they log onto nation-specific platform libraries. In some cases, the companies seek out and engage local talent for commissioned productions or “originals,” all with the aim of establishing a foothold in diverse markets, and of ultimately ensuring endless growth and long-term profitability. Never before in the history of globalized mass media have capitalist entities from the global North or West operated so systematically and so vastly in other regions of the world.

Netflix is the most profitable2 of the major streamers, and owing to its size as well as pioneering role in the field, the company has become the iconic SVOD service. It is also the most international in its reach. The growing list of “Netflix Nations”3 means there are only a few territories, such as China, North Korea, and Syria, that remain outside its purview. Today, international markets account for almost 70 percent of Netflix’s paid subscriber base,4 and hence for a large share of its overall profits. Netflix’s international success has in turn spurred the global expansion of other US streamers.

The international game of streaming giants like Netflix is crucial to understand. At the same time, to study audiovisual streaming’s relationship to globalization primarily from the vantage point of the top US corporations is to risk reinforcing these corporations’ own self-serving narratives, including their implied technological determinism.5 Netflix, for instance, has long promoted itself “as a tech company, as opposed to a media company, in order to articulate a brand identity built around disruption… of scheduled television viewing.”6 The company’s self-promotion as a disruptive tech company can fuel the impression of Netflix as an autonomous agent, thereby obscuring its location within distinct media cultures—including the one from which it emerges and those into which it installs itself.

This book is not solely about Netflix, but the company figures as an emblematic case for understanding streaming video as (to invoke Raymond Williams) both a “technology and cultural form”7 that has an increasing impact globally. Because the majority of scholarship on Netflix and other SVOD services has tended to focus on media cultures of the advanced capitalist world or global North, this book chooses to focus instead on the relatively less developed global South, where the vast majority of the world’s population lives. By bringing together the categories of “streaming video” and “global South,” it contributes to growing interest8 in mapping the international scope of streaming beyond simply North America and Europe. Individual chapters explore media environments across Asia, Africa, and Latin America; provide close analysis of national and regional contexts such as Brazil, Egypt, Lebanon, Mexico, the Philippines, and South Asia; and attend both to culturally specific dynamics and to relationships between local and global streamers. By looking at digitized audiovisual culture from the perspective of the global South, the book creates room for greater critical distance from the self-created identities and narratives of the larger transnational streamers like Netflix that have so far tended to emanate from the north.

The book’s chapters toggle between textual and political–economic approaches to streaming video, thereby providing interpretations of key texts and genres that circulate via streaming as well as analysis of the infrastructures shaping production, distribution, and reception. The chapters also consider an array of audiovisual formats, including feature-length fiction films, art cinema, documentary, and television series. Taken as a whole, their contributions illuminate how streaming video services operate within diverse cultural contexts, interact with existing forms, and relate to, or transform, established modes of media engagement and habitual ways of seeing.

The North–South Dynamic

In recent years much scholarly work within the humanities and social sciences has turned to analyzing shifting dynamics between the global North and South. Typically, the term “global North” is used to refer to advanced capitalist economies of Western Europe, North America, and East Asia. The “global South,” meanwhile, refers mostly to less advanced economies of South and West Asia, Africa, and Latin America, many of which also share a history of resistance against European and US imperialisms. “Global South,” which is used more frequently than “global North,” gained currency toward the end of the Cold War. Many scholars trace the rise of this term to the publication of the 1980 Brandt Commission report9 and to the subsequent work of the South Commission, a collective of developing economies that formed to counter the consolidation of economic and political power by G7 nations.10 Within academia, “global South” started becoming a buzzword in the 1990s, and over the course of the first two decades of the twenty-first century it has increasingly taken the place of “Third World” and is often used interchangeably with “non-West” in discourse on postcolonial or developing economies.11

The vocabulary of global North and South has been controversial for a few reasons: first, “North” and “South” can suggest homogenous entities, thereby flattening internal differences within these categories. For instance, the term “South” glosses over the differing interests of, on the one hand, dominant nations, like Brazil and India, and on the other hand geopolitically marginalized ones, like Somalia or Bangladesh.12 Second, a focus on the power differential between “North” and “South” can mask asymmetries and uneven development within both Northern and Southern nations, as well as realities like growing economic inequality and the turn to cultural nationalism that cut across the North–South divide.13 Third, shifts in geopolitical hierarchy brought about by formations like BRICS, on one hand, and the collapse of prior infrastructures via processes like BREXIT, on the other, demand that we rethink the North–South binary within the context of contemporary globalization.

This volume, in other words, recognizes some of the problems with using the “global South” as a framing category. If it nevertheless chooses to explore the terrain of streaming video by drawing on this category, this is, first, to call attention to media ecologies within developing and emerging economies, which have, until recently, received far less scholarly as well as public attention relative to their counterparts from the advanced capitalist world. Second, a focus on the South allows for insight into what streaming has meant specifically for media ecosystems in the formerly colonized world, where conceptions of “national cinema” and “national television” have long been crucial to imagining national unity and independence from imperial regimes, even if they have also, at times, become entangled within experiments in plutocratic or autocratic dominance.14 Where the rise of streaming video fits within histories of media-enabled postcolonial nationalism and how it relates to the prevailing North–South dynamic are key concerns that underlie several of the book’s chapters.

But to call attention to the global South as a framing category is not to thereby imply that the North–South dynamic is the only one shaping contemporary media ecosystems. This dynamic is necessary but not sufficient for grasping the complexity of specific national and regional contexts. Nor should attention to the North–South dynamic lead us to necessarily assume a state of absolute dominance by an imperialist North over a vulnerable or resistant South. While, for instance, there is no denying the US-born Netflix’s influential role in shaping the global SVOD landscape, it is important to note that such services exist even in nations where Netflix and other US companies have not been able to enter the market: for instance, iQIYI in China, Manbang in North Korea, and Filimo, Namava, and Aparat (an equivalent platform to YouTube) in Iran.

In the case of Iran, services like Namava and Filimo—popular sites with many notable original productions and television series15—had already launched by 2016, when Netflix attempted to enter the market.16 This did not come to fruition, however, as the Iranian government, like the governments of Indonesia and Kenya, objected to Netflix’s saturation with “morally inappropriate content.”17 Subsequently, Netflix titles began to become available unofficially within the country, where content piracy is not uncommon (Iran is not a signatory to the Berne Convention of international copyrights laws)18 and where subscription services are not easily affordable for much of the population. Like Hollywood films and US television titles, Netflix content became accessible in Iran by changing IP addresses and purchasing VPN services. Alternative sites19 also stepped in to play a mediating role, by enabling registration for a Netflix account, paid in Iranian currency at a much more affordable rate than what the US streamer might have officially charged. In 2022, the government shut down the mediating sites enabling Netflix content, and the companies owning these sites accused Filimo and Namava of filing complaints with the government.20 But as popular as Netflix might appear to be among sections of the Iranian population, the company’s unofficial presence in a market that is already populated with local streaming companies complicates the archetypical opposition between (Northern) dominance and (Southern) subordination.

Another reason why this opposition might not easily map onto specific streaming landscapes is that even in markets where US streamers do officially prevail, their market presence does not always lead to dominance, as it is contingent on effective alliances with local broadcast or telecommunication companies as well as talent. Furthermore, the power of these transnational streamers, even with effective local alliances, is far from uncontested. To continue with the example of Netflix: in order to enter into other markets in the West Asia and North Africa region, the company had to partner with the Dubai-based satellite TV company Orbit Showtime Network (OSN).21 And since entering these markets, it has had to compete with an array of streaming services. In crucial ways, local and regional services—like the Arabic-language streamer Shahid or the Spanish-language ViX in Mexico and Latin America—are not simply secondary to Anglo-American companies like Netflix. These local and regional providers often prove more influential in terms of reaching audiences and shaping the kinds of content produced within the linguistic and cultural contexts they serve.

In India, where Netflix launched in 2016, it has had to partner with local telecommunication companies. Recognizing the enormous economic divide in the country, and considering the importance of mobile phones for not only communication but also entertainment purposes, Netflix introduced a cheap, mobile-only subscription plan for smartphones and tablets. At the time of its entry, executives aimed to capture a new market with the potential of providing the “next 100 million” subscribers.22 However, as of mid-2024 the reported number of actual subscribers is closer to thirteen million. Netflix is only the number four subscription-based streaming service in India due to its incapacity to attract a broad range of viewers outside of the “premium market,” which consists of largely English-speaking, urban, middle- and upper-class audiences. In recent years, the company has expanded its partnerships with telecom and broadband companies, leading to new kinds of prepaid tariff plans that come bundled with streaming video subscription. In addition, it has grown its support for the production and distribution of Indian films, high-budget series, as well as stand-up routines by Indian comedy stars,23 in an attempt to expand its appeal within South Asia as well as across the diaspora.

Netflix’s various struggles across West and South Asia suggest that the company’s size and global reach need not necessarily translate into hegemony over global South markets, where subscription-based services tend to be something of a luxury, and where local services may often have an advantage, owing to a mix of political and cultural factors. Further, as the company’s attempts at expanding its audience base compel it to support and disseminate (including in the global North) the work of producers and talent from the South, this raises the question of the extent to which the rise of streaming giants like Netflix signals a new wave of Western, media-based cultural domination. Or does this rise in fact complicate what UNESCO (referring to late twentieth-century broadcast and satellite television) described as the “one-way traffic” of media from richer to less developed nations of the world?24

The early chapters of this book (Navarro, Vukoder, Rios et al.) engage most directly with questions of “cultural imperialism”25 and “platform imperialism,”26 primarily through the example of Netflix and its relationship with, and operations within, the global South. Later chapters attend closely to postcolonial media cultures in contexts like Lebanon, South Asia, and the Philippines (Mouawad and Nassour, Vitali, Rudin) and to emblematic televisual genres from the South, like the Egyptian musalsalat and the Mexican telenovela (Korneev, Smith). The final chapters investigate the character of global “cinema” in the age of streaming—through questions of how subtitling engenders translation and mistranslation (Kim) and how US streaming services like Netflix interrupt or reinforce the historical sidelining of films from Africa and Palestine (Fisher, Alkassim).

A recurring issue across many of the chapters pertains to who can afford subscription-based services in the global South and also who is able to write, act, direct, or take on other creative roles within streamers’ “original” productions. In other words, as streaming companies compete in offering an endless flow of bingeworthy content, what does this mean for the agency of both audiences and creators, including those from historically marginalized groups? By addressing such questions on the transnational, regional, and local levels, the chapters contribute to a reckoning with “streaming culture,”27 which might be seen as a particularly illuminating expression of the ethos as well as inequities of contemporary global capitalism.

The Contents of This Volume

This volume coalesces the research of a diverse group of film and media scholars who investigate audiovisual streaming’s restructuring of production, distribution, and reception cultures across the global South. The opening chapters prompt reflection on the extent to which the present conjuncture marks a new phase in US media’s material and cultural domination over much of the world. Vinicius Navarro weighs in on the North–South dynamic through the category of the “global Netflix documentary,” which has been crucial for constructing Netflix’s brand identity as a cosmopolitan platform with global reach (across over 190 nations).28 This category of standardized documentary “travels” the world in search of commodifiable local color, thereby becoming a metonym for Netflix itself, Navarro argues. Like the Discovery Channel documentary of the 1980s and 1990s, the twenty-first-century global Netflix documentary—which includes nature docs like Tales by Light (2015) and food documentary series like Street Food (2019)—invokes a familiar, explicitly colonial, touristic gaze, so that the global South emerges in it as an exotic site of alterity and cultural difference. By analyzing how this colonial imagination domesticates difference, and by pointing to how Netflix’s algorithmic curation might limit, rather than open up to, plurality, Navarro pushes against the company’s self-promotion as a harbinger of global cultural diversity.

In the subsequent chapter, Bret Vukoder historicizes the North–South dynamic that Navarro unpacks via the global Netflix documentary. Also attending to global cosmopolitanism, Vukoder exposes how this ideology operated in the Cold War era, when it provided a liberal cover for the United States Information Agency (USIA), the superpower’s massive transnational media/propaganda operation, whose purpose was to sell US policy and culture by “telling America’s story” globally. Like Netflix, the USIA sought to localize its US-aligned audiovisual content by engaging cinematographers, directors, researchers, and other crew members from within the national contexts in which it established production and distribution infrastructures. If the USIA was selling internationally a government-sponsored national “brand,” then Netflix now sells profit-driven propaganda on the global stage—making the government media agency a useful, even if unexpected, paradigm for understanding the streaming video corporation. While rejecting a simple one-to-one correspondence between Netflix and the USIA, Vukoder shows why this global agency and its considerable film archives might nonetheless serve as a historiographic tool with which to grasp the systemic logic underlying Netflix’s transnational operations.

Together, the first two chapters suggest that the dynamics characteristic of the North’s unequal relations with the South live on today. The third chapter further uncovers and explains these dynamics through the example of Brazil, Netflix’s second-largest market after the US.29 If an argument for US media-enabled cultural imperialism is to be made, then Brazil is where it might find compelling support. Analysing Netflix original series between 2016 and 2023, Daniel Rios, Melina Meimaridis, and Daniela Mazur show how, on one hand, the US company’s entry into Brazil offers opportunities for new forms of storytelling and new creative voices to be heard, relative to the ossified production culture consolidated under conglomerate Grupo Globo’s media monopoly. On the other hand, Netflix’s US-centric production norms and standardized series format exercise pressure on Brazilian storytellers, often compelling stories to “feel local” but nonetheless fit within parameters the company deems “universal.” Netflix maintains strong oversight over the production of Brazilian shows like the postapocalyptic class allegory 3% (2016–20). Storytellers, in turn, feel pressured to narrate series like Sintonia, about favela youth, by invoking aesthetic paradigms and models that have already been tried and tested in the global sphere (e.g., those deployed in the international film hit City of God [2002]). As a result, when creating content designed for Netflix’s platform, local producers often craft narratives reliant on easily legible stereotypes about Brazil and Brazilianness. Beyond this, Netflix engages in practices of “platform imperialism” by ascribing authorship rights to the contracting production company, at the expense of screenwriters and other creators.

The case of Brazil brings into relief a common thread running through many of the chapters: US SVOD services like Netflix are often welcomed in areas of the global South as an alternative to state as well as private-sector media monopolies and oligopolies. At the same time, these services are also seen as normalizing new, restrictive production codes that impinge on creative and cultural autonomy. A standardized production model is often imposed across genres and cultural contexts, leading to the sense that streaming video is yet another industry of mass production. Netflix in particular functions as what one New Yorker magazine article described as a “universal power converter, plugging in and adapting successful show formats to different parts of the world,” leading to the conception of an “ideal Netflix show,” which Bela Bajaria, the company’s chief content officer, sees as a “‘gourmet cheeseburger,’ offering something ‘premium and commercial at the same time.’”30

If the first three chapters support the notion that US streamers are reproducing in their relationship with the global South power dynamics characteristic of cultural imperialism, then chapter 4 somewhat complicates this notion through its attention to the West Asia and North Africa region, and Lebanon’s mediascape in particular. Wissam Mouawad and Pamela Nassour point out that, while Netflix was the first transnational streamer to launch in 2016 (followed by Amazon Prime Video and Disney+), it was the Arabic-language service Shahid that almost a decade earlier led the rise of streaming video in the region. By charting a genealogy of televisual culture in Lebanon, the authors show how the entry into this particular market of key global, regional, and local SVOD services has depended on the nation’s liberal telecom laws and relatively free internet access. The current streaming landscape in Lebanon is in constant flux, with local platforms like M.Media ceasing to operate—victims of the fragile political environment—and
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