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Introduction

Regional Lockout as Technology, Distribution, and Culture

“Imagine this happening to you when shopping.” So reads the opening 
title of a hidden- camera video produced by the European Consumer 
Organization (BEUC) and set in an English bakery. As unsuspecting 
customers enter the establishment and place their orders, the cashier 
asks to see identification. The confused patrons hand over ID cards and 
passports to the cashier, who tells one woman that pain aux raisins and 
bread are unavailable to German and Bulgarian customers and charges 
Belgian and French customers different prices for the same product. He 
explains, “We’ve been doing this for a while. It’s an industry standard 
practice.” Titles onscreen ask, “You wouldn’t accept this in the physical 
world, so why should you accept it when shopping or watching content 
online?” Then we see a hashtag: #endgeoblocking.1

A second video, released by the European Commission, begins with 
narration by Commission president Jean- Claude Juncker, who laments 
digital fragmentation in the continent: “You can drive from Tallinn to 
Turin without once showing your passport, but you can’t stream your fa-
vorite TV shows from home once you get there.” During this, we see other 
members of the Commission experience the frustrations of a regionally 
restricted internet. Commission vice president Andrus Ansip tries to 
watch a Dutch documentary on YouTube, but he encounters the platform’s 
“This video is not available in your country” screen. Another commis-
sioner attempts to buy a book online (Investment for Dummies) and looks 
comically aghast when he realizes that the shipping charges will nearly 
double the total purchase price. Acting ability of the Commission mem-
bers notwithstanding, the video puts forward a rather convincing repre-
sentation of the hassles that come with a geographically segmented digital 
landscape. In response, Juncker says in the video that Europe should rep-
resent a “digital single market” rather than a series of fragmented spaces.2
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2 | Introduction

This choice of words is not an accident. Both videos were created and 
distributed online to promote a European Commission initiative called 
the Digital Single Market (DSM). Introduced in 2015 with the goal of 
knocking down digital trade borders among EU countries, the DSM in 
part proposed an EU- wide ban against the topic of this book: regional 
lockout. Regional lockout refers to technological mechanisms in digital 
media hardware and software that control entertainment media’s geo-
graphic distribution: region codes in DVDs and video game consoles 
and geoblocking in on- demand services, for instance. Regional lockout 
functions through a logic of prohibition, blocking people in certain re-
gions from accessing media platforms as a way of ensuring that digital 
distribution remains consistent with region- based licensing agreements 
and release schedules. As media consumers, we encounter it whenever 
we see that familiar “This content is not available in your country” mes-
sage. With the DSM in place, no longer would a streaming video plat-
form remain available only to certain European viewers.

Both videos speak to dimensions of regional lockout that this book 
will explore: the logics of market segmentation that make it a natu-
ral part of global digital entertainment; the perception that it unfairly 
and arbitrarily limits access to and from certain parts of the world; 
a perceived distinction between the “online” and “physical” worlds; 
the tensions it produces among sovereign nations, media corpora-
tions, multinational governing bodies, and consumers; and the ways 
consumers and institutions alike invoke cultural difference as an 
important component of it. The first video joins the pain of cultural 
discrimination to the frustration felt when one is blocked from en-
joying a morning coffee and croissant. The second video blends the 
everyday irritations of regional lockout with its broader implications. 
Through its humanizing, “European Commissioners: they’re just like 
us!” perspective, the EC’s video articulates complex geopolitical battles 
through the all- too- real personal experiences of bumping into “con-
tent not available” messages. Locked Out’s analysis of regional lockout 
likewise focuses on large- scale institutional decisions about media dis-
tribution and regional lockout, local effects on consumers and media 
access, and the various intermediaries that ensure unequal access to 
global digital entertainment culture.

Elkins_i_223.indd   2 6/12/19   10:49 AM



Introduction | 3

Understanding Regional Lockout

This book argues that regional lockout has shaped global media culture 
in three interconnecting ways: as a form of technological regulation that 
limits digital media’s affordances, as a mechanism of distribution that 
sets the paths that media follow around the world, and as a fulcrum of 
geocultural discrimination that divvies up media access along lines of 
privilege and power. I stress interconnecting to emphasize the ways digi-
tal regulation systems, distribution practices, and notions of geographic 
and cultural difference and inequality all work together to shape global 
media culture.

 1. Regional lockout is a technology of digital regulation. As a form of 
technological regulation, regional lockout limits the affordances of 
digital software and hardware. Region codes and IP address detec-
tion software are methods of digital rights management (DRM) 
that shape how we can and cannot use digital technologies. Over 
the past couple of decades, the entertainment industries’ use of 
digital technologies for distribution and exhibition has intensified 

Figure I.1. “This video is not available,” not even to European Commissioners. 
Screenshot: European Commission, “Digital Single Market,” YouTube.
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a problem of control. Although controlling how people buy and 
consume media has been a long- standing concern of media indus-
tries, the ease of copying digital information and sharing it across 
vast spaces through networked technologies has made it especially 
difficult to keep tabs on who consumes products and whether 
these users pay for them. In response, regional lockout is part of a 
broader push by entertainment industries (with the assistance of 
legislative bodies and the tech field) to limit unauthorized or illegal 
forms of trade and consumption.

 2. Regional lockout is a technology of media distribution. As DRM, 
regional lockout shapes the geography of global entertainment 
by seeking to ensure that digital technologies accommodate the 
traditional ways media industries have exploited intellectual prop-
erties in geographically segmented markets. Historically, media 
industries have divided global content markets geographically 
for a combination of logistical, cultural- linguistic, and economic 
reasons. Namely, by splitting the world into territories correspond-
ing with national and regional borders and treating each territory 
as a market, they can alter prices, stagger release dates, and dis-
tribute different versions of a product to different places. Regional 
lockout exists to preserve these release windows in an environment 
where digital media threaten to erode them. It shows us that global 
media distribution functions through intentional exclusion, delay, 
and failure as much as accessibility and availability. At the same 
time, I am careful to note that regional lockout shapes rather than 
determines media distribution because it is a by- product of media- 
industrial economic imperatives rather than their driver. It does 
not in itself define global media distribution’s geographic contours 
but instead manages preexisting circulation practices. Additionally, 
regional lockout quite simply does not always work, and users have 
long found ways to circumvent it. Rather than a top- down form of 
distributional control that operates exactly as the media industries 
expect, regional lockout is a process involving tugs- of- war among 
industries, regulators, and users.

 3. Regional lockout is a technology of geographic and cultural difference 
and discrimination. Media distribution has historically corre-
sponded with social status and discrimination.3 Thus, as a means 
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of divvying up access to media throughout the world, regional 
lockout works along existing lines of difference and power. At 
macro levels, industry stakeholders and regulators make deci-
sions about regional lockout based on culturally informed market 
research and ingrained assumptions about particular nations and 
regions. At the everyday level of media use, the onscreen “not 
available in your country” notification plants would- be consumers 
within established geographic hierarchies of cultural status. Re-
gional lockout affects global media access on a functional level, but 
it also provides a landscape on which users, industries, and regula-
tors debate and make decisions about access. It thus shapes global 
media culture at many levels: it facilitates the Othering of users 
living in certain regions of the world, reminds diasporic communi-
ties and individuals of their cultural positions, shapes the cultural 
and geographic contours of participatory culture and networked 
publics, and both reflects and defines transnational taste cultures. 
It also enables unexpected user practices and the development of 
informal media economies as consumers seek the means to bypass 
territorial blockades.

DRM, Distribution, and Difference

Corresponding with these three strands of my argument, Locked Out’s 
investigation into regional lockout draws together several traditions in 
the study of media technologies, institutions, and cultures: first, a school 
of thought that views digital media regulation and governance as pro-
cesses that shape digital infrastructures, technological affordances, and 
individual and communal user practices; second, a range of political- 
economic and critical- cultural approaches to evaluating and critiquing 
media institutions’ operations and motives; and third, a cultural studies– 
inspired approach that investigates the many ways media structure 
cultural- geographic difference, discrimination, and inequality.

Regional lockout is what happens when media industries incorporate 
digital delivery technologies into their established business models— 
and in particular, the market- segmentation logics of global media dis-
tribution.4 Digital technologies’ potential for allowing industries to ease 
distribution and expand their reach also posed a threat to controlling 
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that distribution and therefore protecting intellectual property rights. 
To combat this threat, entertainment industries worked with tech indus-
tries to place tight constraints on the technologies themselves. As Siva 
Vaidhyanathan puts it, media industries and regulators “have found that 
it has been easier to regulate machines than people.”5 In order to ensure 
that films, video games, and television programs stayed put, media in-
dustries developed DRM systems like region codes and IP address de-
tection and filtering software to prohibit people in certain places from 
using the technologies. Lawrence Lessig captured this dynamic in his 
well- known work on code and regulation, which understood that digital 
media are regulated not merely through legal means but through their 
technological characteristics as well.6 DRM operates by limiting digital 
media’s affordances (i.e., what we can and cannot do with them), which 
as Tarleton Gillespie has shown, affects our own sense of agency and 
power in relation to media technologies. As he puts it, through DRM, 
users’ “perception that they have the capacity and the right to operate 
and manipulate their own technology must be actively frustrated.”7 The 
perceived affordances of region- locked technologies thus reflect the 
industry- favored range of possible uses. Indeed, Sonia Livingstone and 
Ranjana Das adapt Stuart Hall’s encoding/decoding model to new media 
use, suggesting that a technology’s built- in affordances present some-
thing analogous to a “preferred reading.”8 The capabilities that dominant 
industries want us to perceive have been quite literally “encoded” onto 
the device. Because code cannot do the job by itself, however, regional 
lockout is buttressed through an interlocking series of legal, contractual, 
political, and cultural efforts to ensure not only that people abide by the 
system but that it seems like a natural and reasonable part of a technol-
ogy— a mechanism that Gillespie calls a “regime of alignment.”9 The fear 
of digital piracy in particular has given major media companies a pretext 
to work with regulators and convince technology manufacturers to build 
devices in ways that restrict unacceptable uses.10

Indicating the interlocked nature of my argument’s three strands, 
it is virtually impossible to talk about regional lockout as a regulatory 
mechanism without also considering media distribution. After all, this 
particular form of regulation is less about regulating copyright per 
se and more about the preservation of geographic market segments. 
Thus, Locked Out combines a look at digital regulation with a political- 
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economic critique that evaluates industry decisions and organizational 
structures. Given distribution’s importance to media corporations’ bot-
tom lines, political economists steeped in Marxist traditions have long 
pointed to it as a means by which such institutions allocate resources 
and accumulate power.11 One only needs to look at the long- standing 
debates over cultural imperialism to see how various parties have been 
concerned about the relationship between distribution and corporate 
hegemony in the global media landscape. However, regional lockout al-
lows us to consider connections between distribution and power from 
different angles, in part by reframing the usual anxieties related to cul-
tural imperialism. On the one hand, regional lockout is clearly a form of 
power and control over distribution often put in place by major media 
corporations. On the other hand, this form of power operates ironically 
by keeping media out of particular places. This indicates that traditional 
concerns over transnational corporate media’s global expansion and 
ubiquity do not fully explain why regional lockout exists. What regional 
lockout does tell us is that media corporations’ distribution routes are 
just as often about carefully routed and carved- out paths as they are 
about blunt- force expansion. Contrary to concerns about the invasion 

Figure I.2. This content is not available in your country. Screenshot: Hulu.
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and proliferation of dominant culture at the level of content (e.g., super-
hero movies in every theater, American programs on every television 
set), regional lockout’s methods of control via software and databases are 
more structural and invisible in nature.12 By choosing which territories 
should and should not receive media texts and platforms at particular 
times, media companies can more precisely manage economies of scale, 
pricing, and release strategies in certain markets. This is at once a more 
insidious and banal form of control than that envisioned by critics of 
cultural imperialism.

After all, regional lockout is not only a form of DRM meant to control 
individual users’ activities and consumption habits or a way to make more 
money. It also intends to shape global media geography at large scales. The 
DVD region code, for example, was developed to limit what people could 
do with DVDs and DVD players, but it had a broader goal of shaping 
the spatial and temporal relations of global home video release schedules. 
The preferred uses of the media industries become the default uses, as 
region codes are baked into the DVD’s technical standards— standards 
built to maximize profits at the expense of a more open digital media 
environment. As a result, regional lockout punctures some of the more 
celebratory assumptions about what new media would mean for global 
media distribution and access. Such accounts continue to find purchase, 
as in one volume arguing that the migration of films onto online video- 
on- demand (VOD) platforms represents “a democratizing process” and 
that, through such platforms, film becomes liberated from the “tyranny of 
geography.”13 There is some measure of truth here, as digital media have 
undoubtedly made it easier for certain people to access particular films in 
specific places. But even allowing for the rhetorical power of hyperbole, to 
suggest that VOD platforms have made geography irrelevant ignores how 
DRM implants geographic borders into the functions of digital technolo-
gies. In contrast to popular visions of digital media erasing or minimizing 
global inequalities, then, regional lockout suggests that global flows are 
built on disconnection and discrimination. It suggests that we should be 
skeptical of the concept of “flow” and instead follow Anna Tsing in adopt-
ing “friction” as way of explaining global cultural interaction.14 This en-
ables us to view digital distribution as a process that intentionally builds in 
frustrations, incompatibilities, and inefficiencies so media companies can 
more easily control content circulation.
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At the same time, political economic and “digital freedom” approaches 
that take regional lockout as wholly, unequivocally bad are on their own 
overly simplistic. This is not to say that regional lockout is often or even 
usually good. To be clear, it is restrictive and discriminatory in ways that 
place the harshest limitations on the least privileged. But beyond the 
more regularly occurring binaries of good/bad and just/unjust, we might 
consider the complex ways regional lockout creates certain conditions of 
media access and use. In other words, regional lockout has produced the 
contours of global media distribution over the last few decades as much 
as it has restricted them. Indeed, it makes little sense to see these two 
dynamics as separate or oppositional to each other. This view of digital- 
industrial power is indebted to Timothy Havens’s Foucauldian analysis 
of global television distribution, where he argues that corporate power 
“produces both social realities and available forms of resistance.”15 As 
standard industrial practice and dogma, regional lockout sets guidelines 
for how industrial players make distribution decisions and how manu-
facturers design and produce their products. Global media industries’ 
creation and representation of knowledge about a territory— knowledge 
used to control the flow of resources through it via regional lockout 
mechanisms— is part of a power/knowledge regime. This regime pro-
duces imagined understandings of geography that thus shape the very 
real, material conditions of global media circulation. Regional lockout 
has also shaped the ways global consumers have used and understood 
digital entertainment over the past few decades. As I discuss in chapter 
2, for instance, region codes in video games did not simply reduce the 
number and kinds of games that people could play. They also helped 
create a vibrant subculture of transnational, informal video game trad-
ers looking for region- locked games and consoles from across borders, 
which in turn helped shape the contours of gamer culture.

To comprehend regional lockout as a meeting point of technology, 
industry, and cultural practice, Locked Out blends cyberlaw- inflected 
studies of digital regulation and critical political economy of media in-
dustries with a cultural- studies approach to media globalization attuned 
to power and difference. The point is not to reproduce that hoary, cli-
chéd, and faulty binary between political economy and cultural studies, 
but to highlight how the concerns of all these areas can be mutually 
constitutive. As a regulatory practice that draws on media- distribution 

Elkins_i_223.indd   9 6/12/19   10:49 AM



10 | Introduction

logics to encode lines of geocultural difference into technologies, re-
gional lockout shows how media’s “objective” and “subjective” elements 
blend together. Drawing on a distinction developed by Nick Couldry, 
the objective dimensions are media institutions and regulation while 
subjective elements refer to culture and social experience.16 In regional 
lockout, the two work together to reveal ways geocultural difference can 
be inscribed onto seemingly straightforward economic and regulatory 
decisions.17 Region- locked technologies remind us where and who we 
are and confront us with the reality of a global media landscape divided 
along familiar lines of privilege. Like Jonathan Sterne’s reading of the 
MP3 as a “cultural artifact” saturated with social meanings associated 
with the circumstances of its production and use, Locked Out explores 
how region- locked technologies carry meanings related to geographic 
and cultural difference.18 Because the DVD region code map groups par-
ticular countries together in an ordered, numbered system, this means 
something about which countries belong together and how highly those 
territories rank on Hollywood’s hierarchies of value (more on this in the 
next chapter). Furthermore, when immigrants and diasporic communi-
ties have trouble accessing digital platforms or buying DVDs from their 
home territories, this is much more than a matter of failed commercial 
exchange. It marks one’s geocultural situation and place in the world.

Because regional lockout is made meaningful beyond technological 
code and industry charts, it lends itself well to cultural studies’ “circuit 
of culture” models of understanding cultural artifacts. Such models trace 
an artifact’s articulations of social meaning and power across several are-
nas of cultural production, regulation, identification, and use. As global, 
corporate- manufactured, public-  and private- sector- regulated mecha-
nisms of media distribution and use, consumer electronics are ripe for 
this kind of analysis— something made evident by the fact that the best- 
known work advancing the circuit model is an extended analysis of the 
Sony Walkman.19 A technology of unequal distribution, regional lock-
out shows how media can articulate cultural difference even before they 
reach end users. This emphasizes the importance of distribution to the 
relationship between media and culture, in contrast to critical- cultural 
media studies’ long- standing production/consumption bias that Denise 
D. Bielby and C. Lee Harrington have pointed to in their own critique of 
the circuit model.20 In response, Locked Out is about how a technology 
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of media distribution in fact gets taken up as a mechanism of geocul-
tural difference at multiple points in the circuit of culture— by media 
companies, regulators, audiences, commentators, and various inter-
mediaries.21 Regional lockout is thus not so much a form of restrictive 
control as it is an assemblage of technological mechanisms, regulations, 
distribution practices, industry lore, and audience frustrations. When 
media industry executives consider a particular nation or region more 
or less valuable— a kind of institutional logic based not just on economic 
matters but also on cultural issues like language, demographics, and 
taste— this translates into technological regulations that are buttressed 
by national and global forms of media governance.22 Outside the media 
industries, trade sources and media users also interpret and occasion-
ally reject regional lockout’s assertion of industrial/technological power 
and geocultural difference. This is all to say that understanding regional 
lockout requires developing a vocabulary for how to think about global 
media distribution and regulation as systems that articulate geocultural 
difference and discrimination across multiple realms of social action.

Geocultural Capital: A Way to Talk about Media Access, 
Geography, and Status

The promotional push for the Digital Single Market understood 
something fundamental about regional lockout: for many users, the inac-
cessibility of the entertainment they want is about more than simply what 
to do on a Tuesday night. It is about where they sit within global hierar-
chies of media access and cultural status. This is why the aforementioned 
bakery video promoting the DSM emphasized the pain of national dis-
crimination. Commission members also made sure to speak to personal 
frustrations and the affective dimensions of geoblocking as much as they 
did to the policy implications. In public comments about the DSM strat-
egy, Commission vice president Andrus Ansip underscored how closely 
tied the issue is to media consumption’s emotional and experiential 
dimensions: “Deep in my heart, I hate geoblocking. It is old- fashioned, 
and it is not fair. We do not have to use these instruments in the 21st cen-
tury.”23 Hate. Old- fashioned. Not fair. These words speak volumes about 
how decisions made in boardrooms and parliament halls come to bear on 
the pleasures and frustrations that attend day- to- day media experience.
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Indeed, frustration tends to be a common theme in anti- geoblocking 
rhetoric. Consider the bakery video, where media metamorphose into 
pastries and coffee, or this statement, from a Kenyan man quoted in an 
NPR story about his response to Netflix’s announced arrival to the coun-
try: “Think of it as a child who tries to get sugar from the sugar bowl. 
And they’re doing it illegally when Mom’s not looking. And one day 
Mom says, ‘Hey, you can have all the sugar you want.’”24 Comparisons 
to food are not accidental. Like food, entertainment media is consum-
able, embodied, and a road to fulfillment and self- actualization. Both 
examples compare media to a special treat— a pain aux raisins, sugar, or 
a piping hot cup of coffee. Media and popular culture are resources— 
not ones that keep us alive like clean air or water, but cultural resources 
that, in their capacity to help us build communities, understand and 
express our identities, arm ourselves with knowledge, and provide plea-
sures, fulfill essential functions in our lives. Statements that compare 
the frustrations of geoblocking to hunger or a caffeine headache offer 
a reminder that media access and inaccessibility weigh on our worldly, 
embodied experiences.

Regional lockout ties these personal frustrations to larger- scale forms 
of national and regional discrimination. To understand regional lock-
out’s relationship to hierarchies of global territories— and, by proxy, 
the people who live within them— this book proposes and employs the 
concept of geocultural capital. Geocultural capital refers to a kind of 
capital that geographic territories (nations, regions, cities) accumulate 
and exchange in order to attain cultural status. Cultural status is related 
but not reducible to “hard” forms of power like economic, military, or 
political strength. Nor is it merely “soft power” via cultural influence. 
Rather, it is a form of status based in part on the quantity and quality of 
media resources in a particular territory as well as that territory’s ability 
to shape what kinds of media are made available within its borders and 
around the world. Thus, regional lockout both reflects and shapes rela-
tions of geocultural capital.

While capital refers traditionally to the financial assets that people 
and institutions trade and accumulate, sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has 
described other kinds of capital that structure social divisions. One of 
these is cultural capital, or the knowledge and competencies— good 
taste, manners, and so forth— that shape one’s standing within social 
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hierarchies. For Bourdieu, people within a particular field of social ac-
tion accumulate cultural capital through their access to, and knowledge 
of, cultural resources and assets (art, film, fashion, food, etc.). Cultural 
capital is thus a means by which people achieve social mobility, esteem, 
and status.25 Geocultural capital adapts Bourdieu’s idea to describe a 
comparable process at the level of geography. Put simply, it is a kind of 
cultural capital or achievement of status embodied by places rather than 
people. Just as cultural capital is about social status and mobility, geocul-
tural capital affords nations, regions, and cities opportunities to shape 
and participate in various global cultural economies of media, fashion, 
art, and so on. It illustrates how various stakeholders make Bourdieuian 
“distinctions” among territories within and across many different sites 
of discourse and action.26 Global media distribution offers a useful case 
study of the accumulation and use of geocultural capital, as it is a major 
way that territories attain and circulate cultural resources around the 
world. In fact, Bourdieu points to the importance of distribution to rela-
tions of capital in a more general sense, writing that capital “depends for 
its real efficacy on the form of the distribution of the means of appropri-
ating the accumulated and objectively available resources.”27

Nations and regions gain geocultural capital through both the acces-
sibility of media within their borders as well as their ability to shape 
what kinds of media resources are made available within their borders 
and around the world. For example, audiences, industries, and regula-
tors may consider the United States as having a lot of geocultural capital 
in the global media economy because it has access to a great deal of 
mediated art and entertainment and because American institutions have 
significant power in shaping what kind of media get circulated around 
the world. Alternately, many of the same stakeholders would likely con-
sider a nation like Kenya as embodying a lower amount of geocultural 
capital. This is both because of a relative scarcity of “valued” cultural 
resources in the country (given mainstream media industries’ general 
apathy toward sub- Saharan Africa, as evidenced by the above- discussed 
NPR story on Netflix) as well as its lack of influence on global media 
distribution policy and practice. These perceptions exist in part due 
to the former’s status as a rich, powerful nation and the latter’s status 
as a poorer, less powerful one, but geocultural capital allows us to talk 
about each country’s status in global media culture without reducing 
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the discussion to economic power. Indeed, many oft- repeated markers 
of status— GDP, military might, political influence— are on their own 
insufficient to help comprehend the kinds of cultural hierarchies dis-
cussed here.28

Rather than a term synonymous with power, geocultural capital is 
better thought of as the amount of cultural wealth, measured in access 
to cultural resources or Bourdieu’s “rare assets,” that a particular place 
has in a particular situation. Geocultural capital points to a softer form 
of inequality— an inequality of cultural, artistic, and entertainment ex-
periences between broadly scaled geographic places. No wonder, then, 
that in the context of regional lockout we can most often see people in-
voking geocultural capital in moments of frustration or envy regarding 
their inability to access media. When people say “we don’t have access 
to this” or “we should have access to this” (with “we” referring to people 
living within a nation or region), these complaints amount to laments 
over unequal relations of geocultural capital. Bourdieu points to capital’s 
seemingly zero- sum nature when he argues that people are always in 
competition with one another for the scarce resources that allow one to 
accumulate different kinds of capital.29 With geocultural capital, we can 
extrapolate this process onto understanding the competition between 
geographic territories to acquire resources. A nation’s endowment of 
geocultural capital, for example, becomes most apparent when com-
pared and contrasted against that of another nation.

Geocultural capital synthesizes existing work on cultural capital’s spa-
tial dimensions in order to advance a theory of differential cultural sta-
tus that centralizes geography. After all, Bourdieu himself points out that 
the resources necessary to gain cultural capital are distributed unequally 
among “socially ranked geographic space.”30 What are distribution 
charts and maps of geoblocked territories if not such geographic rank-
ings? Geocultural capital diverges from Bourdieu and other accounts of 
the geographic nature of cultural capital in that it takes these “socially 
ranked” spaces as embodying capital in and of themselves. In develop-
ing the concept, I draw inspiration from scholars who have likewise 
linked notions of status, taste, and capital to cultural geography. Aíhwa 
Ong and Victoria Johnson, for instance, have each pointed out how geo-
graphic locations embody a kind of capital in and of themselves.31 Im-
migrants looking for neighborhoods in which to live and TV viewers 
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engaging with the American Midwest on television (to draw on two of 
Ong and Johnson’s respective examples) make distinctions between dif-
ferent places based on perceived status. The idea that places both are 
and accumulate capital is likewise central to Michael Curtin’s theory of 
media capital, which shows how particular cities at certain points in 
history represent nodes in the flow of money, media, and creative labor 
throughout the global media industries.32 In part, then, the concept of 
media capital is about status— about how locales become more and less 
important to cultural industry operations. In his analysis of the Ameri-
can video store, Daniel Herbert adapts Curtin’s concept while amplifying 
Bourdieuian implications of capital and status. Arguing that particular 
video stores in the United States embody a great deal of “video capital” 
in the size and scope of their offerings, Herbert illustrates how home 
entertainment structures relations of taste and distributions of cultural 
capital within and across social space.33 Collectively, these authors offer 
models for comprehending how places themselves can embody kinds of 
capital that include but are not limited to financial wealth. Herbert’s con-
cept of video capital shows how capital can be accumulated through the 
process of media availability and accessibility. Geocultural capital cap-
tures this dynamic at larger scales, illustrating how various stakeholders 
perceive nations’ and regions’ cultural status based on their possibilities 
of media engagement.

Thus, while others have talked about the relationships that bind 
media, geography, and capital, Locked Out draws this material together 
in order to develop a sustained analysis of how one particular mecha-
nism of digital distribution/regulation shapes global understandings of 
geocultural difference and distinction. The concept of geocultural capi-
tal intends to lend a term to a phenomenon that many media scholars 
and commentators have discussed in some way, but which requires fur-
ther exploration— that industry lore and established popular knowledge 
about geographic territories’ value in the global mediascape is as much 
about cultural status as it is about economic status. Geocultural capital is 
not solely shaped through regional lockout— indeed, the idea that geo-
graphic spaces embody status and capital in the global media economy 
is one that extends well beyond (and before) the phenomenon explored 
in this book. Rather, regional restrictions in digital media offer a useful 
space to observe geocultural capital because they bring about moments 
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when industries, governing bodies, and users employ the language of 
cultural discrimination and inequality as they structure and talk about 
media’s geographic availability. For entertainment industries, the per-
ceived status of a territory— again, as an economic market but also as a 
space worth engaging in practices of cultural distribution— shapes ter-
ritorial distribution licenses and prices. Meanwhile, a VOD platform like 
Netflix invokes notions of fair and equal access among all nations as a 
way of publicly lobbying against media industries’ territorial licensing 
agreements. In the minds and rhetoric of national politicians upset at 
the lack of streaming platforms in their country, regional lockout exem-
plifies unfair discrimination against their nation (and represents a way 
to push free trade regulation). All these responses to regional lockout 
circulate around a fundamental premise of both geocultural capital and 
this book: that there is a relationship between the availability of media 
texts and platforms in a certain territory and the perceived cultural value 
of that territory.

Method and Map: Regional Lockout across Time, Space, 
and Technology

Because Locked Out traces regional lockout’s articulations of geocultural 
capital across the realms of technology, governance, economics, distri-
bution, geography, culture, and difference, the book employs a variety 
of methods. To understand how industries and regulators develop and 
make use of regional lockout, I use critical discourse analysis of many 
primary and secondary sources: news stories and books about regional 
lockout, legal documents, media technology guides and FAQs, indus-
try trade routes and economic data, popular media criticism invoking 
regional lockout and its circumvention, and other sources where we can 
observe alignments among regulation, media distribution, and geocul-
tural difference. I also attend to audience and user responses to regional 
lockout, but because it is often a structurally invisible form of control, it 
is not suited well to traditional ethnography. Rather, I seek out moments 
when users confront regional lockout and express public frustrations 
about it. These usually take place in online spaces like message boards, 
comment sections, websites, and YouTube videos where users from 
around the world summarize regional lockout systems and offer tips on 
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how to hack them. To emphasize regional lockout’s effects on localized 
circuits of distribution and consumption, I also draw from interviews 
conducted with employees and owners of diasporic video stores that 
specialize in region- free media. As spaces where media retailers and 
customers alike negotiate regional lockout, such stores serve as rich sites 
of activity related to regional lockout within informal and semiformal 
media trade networks. Looking at both broad institutional processes 
and local adoption and resistance, Locked Out shows how regional 
lockout functionally closes off certain territories from media access but 
discursively opens up a space for popular, industrial, and regulatory dis-
cussions about cultural distribution and territorial discrimination.

Regional lockout’s assemblage of technology, distribution, regulation, 
and culture is apparent in the DVD region code. As the first widespread, 
globally successful digital home video platform, the DVD offered both 
opportunities and potential problems for film and television distri-
bution. On the one hand, the optical disc format was a relatively in-
expensive, portable, and high- definition product that would appeal to 
consumers, manufacturers, and distributors alike. Viewers could enjoy 
a crisper image via a medium that was less bulky and more interactive 
than VHS, while manufacturers and media corporations saw an oppor-
tunity to boost home video rentals and sales and usher global media 
industries into a long- promised digital age. At the same time, the for-
mat’s portability and its easily copied digital contents threatened to de-
stroy film and television industries’ geographically segmented release 
schedules. Because a film could be released on DVD in one territory 
while still in its theatrical release in another, the film industry needed 
a system to prevent parallel imports (i.e., the unauthorized import of a 
product meant for another territory) that might undermine the theatri-
cal release’s profit potential. So, as the DVD and its technical standards 
were developed, Hollywood film studios pressured consumer electronics 
manufacturers to implement a DRM system called Regional Playback 
Control, wherein each DVD and DVD player are assigned a numerical 
“region code” based on the geographic market in which they are sold. 
The respective codes in the software and hardware must match before 
the DVD will play. Chapter 1 details the DVD region code’s history, 
showing how the system was put in place and governed through com-
plex negotiations and alignments among content creators, consumer 
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electronics manufacturers, and public-  and private- sector governing 
bodies. I argue in this chapter that the system is not only a hard- nosed 
form of technological and distributional control but also a system of 
symbolic global representation. Region codes represent the world and 
its places through maps, public explanations of the system, DVD player 
instruction manuals, industry lore, and news stories. In doing so, they 
perpetuate a certain imagination of the world that clusters territories 
together and ranks those clusters within economic and cultural hierar-
chies. Exemplifying the divisional logic that Roger Silverstone refers to 
as media’s “boundary work,” region codes therefore functionally shape 
the geography of digital video distribution and symbolically perpetu-
ate the idea that this geography should be based on hierarchical log-
ics of segmentation that privilege traditionally powerful nations and 
regions.34

While DVD region codes brought regional lockout into a more main-
stream global conversation about digital entertainment in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, it had long been a nuisance for video game aficiona-
dos. Chapter 2 jumps back in time a bit to explore the long history of 
regional lockout in console games, which was more complex than the 
DVD region code given its many manifestations in a variety of differ-
ent systems. As console video games became popular throughout both 
Japan and North America with Nintendo’s Famicom (Nintendo Enter-
tainment System in the United States) in the 1980s, the industry’s hybrid 
Japanese- American orientation forged a system of carefully managed 
adaptation and distribution of games to each market.35 As a result, video 
game companies introduced region chips and differently shaped car-
tridges to ensure that consumers were playing games on approved de-
vices. As video games became bigger and bigger business around the 
world, similar regional lockout systems were implemented into newer 
consoles. Companies adopted a region code format similar to the DVD 
when they moved to disc- based software, and they began geoblock-
ing online content when internet delivery became central to the game 
industry’s operations. The industry’s longtime use of regional lockout 
helped set the contours of global distribution, but it also fomented a 
robust network of piracy, game and console hacking, and informal trade 
among consumers who typify what Nick Dyer- Witheford and Greig de 
Peuter have called the “hardcore” gamer.36 Knowing how to navigate and 
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circumvent regional lockout became a marker of the particular form of 
subcultural capital— what Mia Consalvo refers to as “gaming capital”— 
that signaled participation in hardcore gamer communities.37 As a re-
sult, I argue in chapter 2 that regional lockout did more than simply 
control global video game distribution paths. It also helped shape the 
contours of hardcore gamer culture: its structures of subcultural capi-
tal, its informal circulation and production practices, and the ways the 
video game industry targeted this group.

Chapter 2 thus illustrates two of this book’s central premises about 
regional lockout: first, that it is as much productive of global media 
culture as it is restrictive; and second, that it represents a space where 
people make sense of and debate issues of geocultural difference. The 
next chapter continues to emphasize this by thinking about how people 
engage the ideas of geography and belonging within geoblocked online 
video- on- demand platforms. A form of regional lockout for the internet 
age, geoblocking is the practice of barring a user from an online plat-
form (say, Hulu or BBC’s iPlayer) based on that user’s geographic loca-
tion. Exploring a few illustrative case studies— geoblocking in Australia 
and New Zealand, the debates over the geoblocked iPlayer platform, 
and the EU’s recent attempt to ban geoblocking among its countries’ 
borders— I argue in this chapter that geoblocking represents an arena 
where consumers, industries, and regulators negotiate the realities of na-
tional and regional control over digital entertainment platforms versus 
fantasies of a globally open internet. In doing so, I draw on the concept 
of geocultural capital to clarify the occasionally hard- to- articulate stakes 
of regional lockout: that is, what it means for particular consumers and 
territories beyond notions of economic equality. Consumers’ vocalized 
frustrations about lack of access as well as industry and regulatory deci-
sions about distribution and technology are based in ideas regarding 
the economic and cultural value of certain territories. This chapter il-
lustrates that geoblocking, which enables certain geographic markets to 
have access to more texts, better technologies, and higher- quality soft-
ware than others (not to mention access to all of them first), can help us 
better articulate inequalities in access to cultural resources.

Chapter 4 continues to explore the relationships between unequal 
media access, geography, and status by analyzing how regional lockout 
in digital music platforms regulates a problem long familiar to radio 
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and music industries: controlling the spatial circulation of sound. Part 
of what makes regional lockout in music somewhat distinct from other 
media is the commonly held myth that sound and music are more ethe-
real and mobile than visual media. Throughout the 2000s and 2010s, 
this perceived immateriality was often expressed in popular discourses 
about cloud- based platforms and the “celestial jukebox,” which as legend 
had it would make music ubiquitous and universally available.38 Explor-
ing these issues in the context of broader debates over DRM and digital 
music, this chapter shows that regional lockout in music is a relatively re-
cent phenomenon, having grown out of the record industry’s increasing 
reliance on digital download stores and streaming platforms at the ex-
pense of the region- free compact disc format. My analysis of streaming 
music focuses on a case study of the popular Swedish streaming music 
service Spotify. Built around a brand promoting music “everywhere” and 
“for everyone,” the platform has instead been central to debates over 
regional lockout. Spotify and other similar streaming music platforms 
belie their geoblocked condition by presenting themselves as services 
offering global, omnipresent, and individually customizable listening 
experiences. Chapter 4 argues that streaming music platforms’ prom-
ises of easily accessible music, mobility, and cosmopolitan interconnec-
tion in part mask their inconsistent global availability and mechanisms 
of geolocative back- end control. In doing so, they conflate mobility in 
an individualized, experiential sense with a broader, global erasure of 
borders. Furthermore, these platforms point to how geoblocking can 
contribute to homogeneous echo chambers in online listening spaces, as 
their algorithmic recommendation systems pull and make use of listener 
data from a geographically limited user base.

Chapter 5 builds on but diverges from the industry- specific analyses 
of the previous four chapters, taking a closer look at some of the informal 
distribution economies that have built up as a result of regional lockout. 
In particular, I focus on region- free DVD, a format that became wide-
spread globally as consumers encountered and reacted to DVD region 
codes. Region- free DVD is prevalent within two broad, occasionally 
overlapping perspectives that embody different sets of power relations: 
diasporic video cultures and cinephile DVD collectors. Chapter 5 inves-
tigates the different articulations of power and privilege in region- free 
DVD cultures, beginning with an analysis of region code circumven-
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tion and region- free DVD use by diasporic video retailers in the United 
States. Interviews with video store owners and employees reveal how 
region- free DVD can represent both a bottom- up challenge to dominant 
media industries’ distribution routes as well as a more everyday practice 
of making cultural resources available to localized diasporic communi-
ties. If this shows how less powerful groups get around regional lockout, 
the use of region- free DVD by self- identified cinephiles and film cultists 
shows that region- free DVD cultures also reflect a seemingly contradic-
tory blend of cosmopolitanism and cultural dominance. The practice 
of seeking out region- free DVDs in order to access global cinema often 
blends an admirable engagement with the wealth and diversity of global 
cultural production with a commodifying approach to cultural tourism. 
Chapter 5 explores these tensions, pointing to moments when region- 
free DVD culture carries overtones of masculinized cosmopolitanism 
and a collector’s mind- set that commodifies and flattens global creative 
cultures. Ultimately, this chapter argues that while region- free DVD at 
times reflects an oppositional and transgressive orientation toward op-
pressive global cultural industries, region- free media’s cultural politics 
are more ambivalent than many of its celebrators might suggest.

By pointing to the contradictory cultural politics of circumvention, 
chapter 5 characterizes Locked Out’s broader argument that regional 
lockout reflects different vectors of politics and privilege. Spanning 
three decades of regional lockout, this book shows that utopian visions 
of infinite media access have not come to pass. Critically interrogating 
media industries’ utopian promotional rhetoric as well as the expressed 
frustrations of consumers and digital rights activists, the following pages 
explore regional lockout and its consequences in all their complexity.
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