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This article offers an overview of the various kinds of nostalgia Netflix engages with. The 

focus here is self-produced originals and the way nostalgic elements are used to create 

different kinds of political outlooks within a transnational television environment. An 

underlying question is: in what ways can nostalgia be political within the transnational context 

of Netflix? The article explores this question while giving an overview of nostalgia’s use in 

different series, such as the culturally regressive politics of The Crown (2016-present), the 

progressive social justice project of Sex Education (2019-present), and the semiotic (if not 

political) project in series like Bridgerton (2020-present). 
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Nostalgia is, no doubt, rampant across television and the current ‘streaming wars’ serve to 

highlight the various ways streaming platforms engage with the past and nostalgia for the 

past. The dominant concern here is its use on Netflix. As I will argue, there is a problem in 

nostalgia’s tendency to de-politicise the past, though its uses in production design also point 

to its potential to formulate more progressive futures. Ryan Lizardi frames contemporary 

nostalgia as an ultimately individualistic and narcissistic project, done via autonomously 

assembled playlists. He argues: 



[…] through the spike in availability of nostalgic material today made possible 

by technological apparatuses, contemporary nostalgic texts have the 

opportunity to present a potentially comparative and radical view of history. 

The issue at hand is that instead of affording consumers the capacity to reflect 

more on their collective and radical pasts, a narcissistic and idealized version 

of nostalgia will be argued to be the norm. (Lizardi 2015: 4) 

Lizardi thus poses an interesting question: to what extent can engagement with the past be 

radical rather than using regressive, narcissistic nostalgia as a mode of storytelling? Texts like 

HBO’s Watchmen (2019-present) show an intriguing way to engage with the past to radically 

re-focus the historical gaze, for example. Watchmen centralises the racially motivated 

massacre in Tulsa in 1921 to point to an important, under-emphasised event in American 

history. Other texts, like Mad Men (2007-15), employ a stylistic nostalgia that is enhanced by 

the soundtrack while storylines remain emotionally realistic and ask viewers to interrogate the 

past (Bevan 2020). As outlined by Lizardi, the playlist is an intriguing object of contemporary 

nostalgic television. He explores playlists of music from previous eras, but streaming 

platforms offer opportunities to engage with television of the past. This is re-framed in its 

interfaces that privilege binge-watching over the structures of linear TV. But they also 

provide viewers with new content. This new content often employs strategies of nostalgia, 

providing versions of the past that are somewhat devoid of real (potentially radical) 

engagement with history to reframe our contemporary understandings.  

The focus here is on Netflix, which uses nostalgia as part of a textual politics that 

dominate its texts geared towards a transnational market. In order to do justice to these 

strategies only self-produced originals, to use Petruska and Woods’ (2019) terminology, are 

discussed, as other series may be produced to be sold transnationally but ultimately follow a 

different market logic, as outlined in detail by C. Lee Harrington and Denise Bielby (2008). It 



would be reductive to argue that the nostalgia dominant on Netflix only serves to de-politicise 

texts. After all, part of Netflix’ transnational strategy also includes a broad commitment to 

gender and race equality and a project of anti-homophobia. In order to highlight the different 

ways Netflix uses nostalgia as part of its transnational strategy, I will highlight The Crown 

(2016-present) and Sex Education (2019-present) as examples of the platforms’ use of 

nostalgia as well as Bridgerton’s (2020-present) more complex re-imagining of genre 

convention and history. 

Nostalgia on Netflix, thus, becomes part of a grammar of transnationalism. Drawing 

on Sabina Miheljs’ grammar of nationhood (2011), I have previously used this concept to 

explore how Netflix negotiates the demands of transnationalism on a textual level (Jenner 

2018: 219-40). The nostalgia on Netflix usually relies on complicated webs of intertextual 

references to the popular culture of the past, more than the past itself. This often produces an 

idea of the past that is more about transnationally shared simulacra of the past based on 

popular culture, such as the 1980s references in Stranger Things (2016-present), than history 

as political narratives. Because of its focus on transnationalism, Netflix is not well suited to 

negotiate issues of nationalised pasts or provide radical re-framings of history (as in 

Watchmen), which is why its texts usually are more likely to favour nostalgic over realistic 

modes.  

Part of the nostalgia present in texts like The Crown is linked to the way these texts are 

framed by existing popular culture. The international hit films The Kings’ Speech (Hooper, 

2010) or The Iron Lady (Lloyd, 2011), for example, provide important additional knowledge 

to the series. At the time of writing, The Crown has finished four seasons and is currently 

planned for six. The series tracks the reign of Queen Elizabeth II of England from her 

coronation in the 1950s, with the actors playing the main characters changing every few 

seasons to reflect the passage of time. Due to this circumstance, much of the discourse 



surrounding the show is centred around its stars, which has included some internationally 

well-known British cinema and television actors (including Olivia Colman, Imelda Staunton, 

Helena Bonham Carter, Matt Smith, etc.). The series tends to stay focused on scandals that 

involve the British Royal family, usually neglecting to engage with the perspectives of the 

British populace. As such, the series remains deliberately apolitical, much like its characters 

who, in real life, are forbidden from publicly voicing political opinions. Of course, this does 

not mean that political figures from Winston Churchill to Margaret Thatcher or political 

events, particularly regarding the smaller countries of the United Kingdom (Wales and 

Northern Ireland), do not feature. However, the narrative perspective taken on these events 

and figures is how they relate to the title-giving Crown and how they feed into palace intrigue 

and family conflicts. For example, Margaret Thatcher (Gillian Anderson) is conceptualised as 

predominantly a threat to the Queen and antagonism to the monarchy in general. Topics like 

poverty and unemployment in 1980s Britain, the conflict in Northern Ireland, the Falklands 

War, or apartheid in South Africa are dealt with, but only as they pertain to the Royal Family. 

As such, many of these instances seem like touchpoints to be referenced in any fictional 

representations of the era rather than a serious engagement with these issues or their 

continued relevance. This is in line with a transnational perspective as views on the 

geopolitics of Britain and its Royal Family are hardly shared in all of Netflix’ markets. 

Instead, a political perspective is somewhat ‘flattened’ while a nostalgic view is privileged. 

Thus, there is a visual emphasis on objects like Diana’s engagement ring or gadgets like a 

Sony Walkman or VHS tapes and the aural emphasis on contemporary pop music. This kind 

of privileging of gadgets and soundtrack is also common in series ranging from Stranger 

Things to The Queen’s Gambit (2020-present) and reflects Lizardi’s concept of narcissistic 

nostalgia. 

However, this is not the only way nostalgia functions. Importantly, several series 

deploy nostalgic objects as a kind of stylish mise-en-scène. Sex Education, for example, is 



undoubtedly a progressive series that Tanya Horeck has described as depicting a ‘queer 

utopia’ (2021). Nostalgia is mostly represented through mise-en-scène with patterned 

wallpaper, furniture, fashion, or the 1970s porn magazines in sex therapist Jean’s (Gillian 

Anderson) office. Again, this nostalgia is not used to reflect on the past or on problematic 

histories and narratives of ‘sexual liberation’. Instead, the 1970s nostalgia is mostly used as a 

stylistic backdrop to negotiate utterly presentist sexual politics. As Alex Bevan argues, 

‘Nostalgic design does not aim to restore the past. Different impressions of “pastness” are 

shaped by industry constraints as well as semiotic desires for a certain look’ (2020: 55). As 

such, the nostalgic set design used in Sex Education does not serve as a way to establish a 

dialogue with the past. Horeck argues that the spatially undefined geography of the series 

serves to build an LGBTQA+ inclusive space. This is not a utopia per se, as sexual assault, 

self-harm and homophobia still exist, but a world in which different identities can be 

formulated and expressed. This perspective helps understand how the use of nostalgic 

signifiers is helpful in building ‘alternative’ spaces to negotiate contemporary politics. Sex 

Education is hardly alone in this, as, for example, Dear White People (2017-21) also uses this 

strategy to develop a progressive political project based on a fictional American Ivy League 

campus.  

Bridgerton uses the nostalgia of costume drama to highlight the genre’s aesthetic 

reliance on whiteness. Though its casting is hardly completely race-blind (as race very much 

determines familial relations), it furthers the inclusion of Black characters in traditionally 

white spaces. Thus, Bridgerton’s use of nostalgia as part of its transnationalism certainly does 

question the costume drama’s emphasis on whiteness. Nominally placed in Georgian London, 

its geography (and therefore historical referents) are somewhat complicated by the fact that it 

is produced by (and marketed as a product of) the American production company Shondaland 

while complying with the transnationalism dictated by Netflix. The series is not as regressive 

as The Crown, but also does not formulate a completely progressive project like Sex 



Education. As such, Bridgerton occupies an interesting space: formulating a radical semiotic 

project, but not going as far as making this a radical political one. The conditions of 

transnationalism dictate an engagement that does not allow for the writing (or rather re-

writing) of national histories, but they do allow for an overhaul of genre conventions. 

Costume drama has increasingly included sex (often with relatively graphic depictions) to 

incorporate contemporary sensibilities. However, it has insisted on whiteness motivated by 

concepts like ‘historical accuracy’ in a genre that often deliberately is not. Because 

Bridgerton’s reflections on race pertain largely to the overall whiteness of the genre and not a 

specific national history of race in the United Kingdom, its use of nostalgia revolves around a 

heavily romanticised Georgian past. Similar to Sex Education, this nostalgic backdrop could 

have been used to radically rewrite genre conventions by writing an alternative universe 

where racism (presumably) has been abolished along with slavery. The series, however, opts 

to explain its politics: the King abolished slavery to marry a Black woman, and some Black 

people were permitted entry to the aristocracy. This poses a number of questions about 

whether the massive elevation of social standing of Black people equals the absence of racism 

or whether the absence of racism is mostly due to the rigid (and, in itself, oppressive) 

framework of manners. The series does not address these questions and, instead, focuses on 

broader questions of gender and sexuality. In fact, the novels the series is based on deal 

mostly with female heterosexual desire. The nostalgia of Bridgerton thus presents an in-

between position: using nostalgia to formulate an alternate utopia of racial equality but not 

fully committing to this by offering an explanation that poses more questions than the series 

wants to engage with. As such, the series hardly upholds the conservative nostalgia of The 

Crown but nor does it fully commit to a more progressive social justice project as Sex 

Education does. 

Thus, nostalgia functions in different ways on Netflix. The platform’s engagement 

with the past is usually via a nostalgic, a-political lens that avoids the kind of reflection of a 



nationally specific past that national broadcasters can engage with. As Horeck’s interpretation 

of the unspecific utopian space of Sex Education suggests, it only manages to be progressive 

when nostalgia (literally) provides the tapestry to draw more progressive utopias on. Yet, 

these are only poles of a spectrum, allowing creators to explore the transnational (and 

nostalgic) space in-between. 
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