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      Introduction

      
         
         
         Kathryn Pallister

         
         
      

      
      Whether it’s “Throwback Thursday” or “Flashback Friday,” the streaming juggernaut
         Netflix fuels and is fueled by audience desire for nostalgic content, as both a platform
         for audiences to rewatch beloved content from the past and a creator of original content
         with nostalgic impulses. My path to Netflix Nostalgia began in the summer of 1975, though at age five, I was blissfully unaware of the
         “nostalgia boom” going on in American popular culture at the time.[1]   Having traveled from our family’s home on an army base in Germany to my mother’s
         hometown in Illinois, I sat on the beach and cried because I was missing reruns of
         The Brady Bunch while everyone else enjoyed a sunny afternoon at the lake. At the time, I had very
         little access to American television, so my grandparents’ cable subscription, with
         its seemingly endless catalog of programs, opened up a whole new world of access to
         me, including series that no longer regularly aired like The Brady Bunch and current (at the time) nostalgic series like Happy Days. I didn’t know it then, but one day, Netflix would expand that access exponentially,
         opening up a whole new universe of nostalgia for me and over 130 million other subscribers
         around the world.[2]  
      

      
      In part a response to my childhood obsession with television, and nostalgic programs
         in particular, this edited volume aims to interrogate the complex and contradictory
         notions of nostalgia through the contemporary lens of Netflix. Contributors examine
         angles such as the Netflix business model, the role of streaming platforms such as
         Netflix in audiences’ consumption of nostalgia, and the ideological nature of nostalgic
         representation in Netflix series. The chapters in this volume analyze a range of Netflix
         content, providing timely and original analysis by established and emerging scholars
         in a variety of disciplines. As a part of the series “Reboots, Remakes and Adaptations”
         originated by series editors Dr. Carlen Lavigne and Dr. Paul Booth, this work asks
         the question: What can we learn about ourselves, our times, our cultures, in response
         to an examination of “Netflix Nostalgia”? 
      

      
      Most people think of nostalgia with a sort of benign indulgence, like my students
         who give courtesy laughs to my references to 1980s popular culture in class, though
         the word was first used as a medical term in the late seventeenth century by Johannes
         Hofer, in response to displaced soldiers, domestic workers and students who developed
         symptoms in response to their profound homesickness.[3] Etymologically, as Fred Davis notes, “Nostalgia is from the Greek nostos, to return home, and algai, a painful condition; thus, a painful yearning to return home,”[4] emphasizing the melancholy undertone of the term. The identification and proliferation
         of this notion of medical nostalgia came at a time when notions of time and space
         were evolving as society became more secular, global and industrial, while it also
         became a by-product of the questioning of progress, what Svetlana Boym calls “a disease
         of the modern age.”[5] With the rise of modernity, the original definition of nostalgia slipped away, eroding
         the focus on the psychiatric connotations of the word as well as its overt reference
         to “home.”[6] While “postmodern” expressions of nostalgia are often characterized by a “kind of
         ironic double vision,”[7] nostalgic content has become a multifaceted and significant component of our mass
         media of late, including but not limited to the Netflix catalog. And, while nostalgia
         can seduce audiences into sitting down on their couches for a one-night stand of a
         viewing session, the Netflix platform invites them to sit and stay for a while, turning
         the seduction into a long-term relationship.
      

      
      The connections between nostalgia and mass media have been addressed by many scholars
         seeking to understand why the past retains such a strong siren’s song. Stefanie Armbruster,
         for example, categorizes television nostalgia in two ways: first, by texts that have
         content producers create as intentionally nostalgic (such as Netflix original Stranger Things, set in the 1980s and borrowing generously from popular culture of the time, including
         Steven Spielberg’s films) and series revivals/reboots (like the four-episode Netflix
         revival Gilmore Girls: A Year in the Life). Second, Armbruster notes that nostalgia can also be categorized by audiences, based
         on their feelings of nostalgia while watching programming that producers would not
         have created as intentionally nostalgic (such as would be the case when watching a
         show like Friends on Netflix; the content itself isn’t nostalgic, but viewing it twenty years later,
         the audience typically responds with feelings of nostalgia).[8]   Similarly, Paul Grainge identifies the mood (experience or response) and mode (style)
         of nostalgia.[9]   While Grainge privileges the mode or style of nostalgia, Hutcheon and Valdes emphasize
         the importance of the mood or response, explaining that “nostalgia is not something
         you ‘perceive’ in an object; it is what you ‘feel’ when two different temporal moments, past and present,
         come together for you and, often, carry considerable emotional weight.”[10]   Taking both of these perspectives into consideration, Netflix, then, becomes both
         a producer of nostalgia and an access point for nostalgic responses to previously
         circulated content. It provides that seemingly infinite catalog I only dreamed of
         as a five-year-old looking for a television fix.
      

      
      Furthermore, an audience’s nostalgic responses to texts can function both individually
         and collectively, expanding the types of audiences who view content from a nostalgic
         perspective. As Boym writes, “nostalgia is about the relationship between individual
         biography and the biography of groups or nations, between personal and collective
         memory.”[11]   Thus, viewers who consume content they previously enjoyed or that otherwise links
         them to their past connect to the text with a primarily individual nostalgic response,
         while viewers first encountering this same content would understand the text with
         a sort of residual or collective nostalgic response, often due to a mediated knowledge
         of that earlier time period and its popular culture. Davis locates nostalgia as a
         key factor in how we construct and reconstruct our identities, both individually and
         collectively (or generationally), as well as how we maintain continuity in our identities,
         particularly in the fact of instability or threats (such as the 1970s, when Davis
         was writing, or in the late part of the 2010s).[12]   Mass media play a key role in the formation of this collective memory, according
         to Davis, generating what Boym calls secondhand memories.[13]  
      

      
      As both a creator and distributor of media texts, Netflix takes great advantage of
         a wide variety of audience nostalgic responses, banking on attracting audiences who
         seek out nostalgic content that takes them back in time, as well as new audiences
         who discover “old” and reimagined content. As Schwindt points out, “Netflix didn’t
         invent nostalgia, but it’s certainly leaning into it,” at least in part as an attempt
         to gain subscribers, especially those in the Generation X or Baby Boomer demographic.[14]   Netflix’s brand strategy relies heavily on nostalgia-related content, and as Bojalad
         notes, the streaming service has “complex algorithms and tech folks analyzing our
         viewing habits to determine what we want to see and apparently the answer was ‘everything
         I saw when I was a kid.’”[15]   Quality is also important, however, as nostalgia “can get a viewer to the table
         but by its very definition nostalgia is fleeting. We love to feel the pain of an old
         wound sometimes but dragging that melancholy out for hours on end is just not sustainable,”[16]   emphasizing the contradictory pleasure/pain aspect of the nostalgic impulse inherent
         in its earliest definitions. The author of the Afterword in this collection, Ann Ciasullo,
         in her article, “Not a Spaceship but a Time Machine: Mad Men and the Narratives of
         Nostalgia,” argues more specifically that the emotional realism we see in nostalgic
         content is what draws us in, as she sees the show as “keeping us grounded in the wounds
         that we have felt and will continue to feel not because we live in a troubled time,
         not because we long for a past that was so much easier than things are now, but because
         we, like the characters of Mad Men, are human.”[17]  
      

      
      These broad emotional responses underpin the function of nostalgia, particularly in
         the impetus to reevaluate the past and its juxtapositioning with the present. Armbruster
         argues that “scholars agree that nostalgia is a reaction on modern times,”[18]   though the exact nature of this reaction is debatable. Is it a regressive desire
         to return “home” to an earlier time period in the past, away from a present that seems
         undesirable or overwhelming? Or is it a more optimistic reaction, whereby a trip back
         in time reminds us of progress, where we see that past with all its shortcomings?
         Ryan Lizardi argues that contemporary media typically deploy what he calls narcissistic nostalgia, when audiences connect emotionally to nostalgic content without really acknowledging
         the historical conditions of the past.[19]   Pickering and Keightley, on the other hand, represent scholars who see the possibility
         of the nostalgic return to the past as correlated with “dissatisfaction” with the
         present, as the past is constructed as something we would like to emulate in our flawed
         present.[20]   Thus, nostalgia can work progressively, rather than regressively engendering audiences’
         wallowing in the past. The nostalgic discourse, according to Lyne, can be seen as
         “offering a portal to a cherished realm that’s not quite how you remember it.”[21]   This perspective invites audiences to consider nostalgia critically; as Lyne goes
         on to say:
      

      
      
         If re-examining the movies and music we grew up with can sometimes feel like looking
            back at embarrassing photos of our teenage selves, then the process at least forces
            us to reckon with our own fallibility, and that of others. If you once considered
            Duckie from Pretty in Pink a viable love interest, as opposed to a psychopathic timebomb, then who knows what
            you’re wrong about now.[22]  
         

         
      

      One component of the progressive/regressive function of nostalgia of particular interest
         to many, including several of the contributors to this volume, is the way nostalgic
         content represents and connects us to issues of diversity. Mathur takes the current
         status of nostalgia in popular culture to task, writing that, “Right now, Hollywood
         is stuck in a cycle of bringing back old properties. The white male childhood still
         reigns supreme. The industry will need to experience a seismic change to get out of
         this routine.”[23]     For Lizardi, nostalgic mass media is often “myopic, individual, and uncritical,”[24]   as platforms such as Netflix, Hulu, and iTunes enable audiences to curate individualized
         “playlists” devoid of any real critical stance. When nostalgic content remedies the
         lack of diverse characters in mass media of previous time periods, a failure to interrogate
         the real challenges faced by marginalized people results, what Lizardi identifies
         as “a misrecognized and idealized form of past reality that refuses to question and
         discuss the past as an adaptive tool for the present.”[25]   Ciasullo attempts to respond to this sort of criticism with her identification
         of the “two contradictory narratives” in Mad Men, focusing on how nostalgia can be deployed both in a positive or sentimental way
         through the narratives about the show (such as the style and fashion featured so prominently) and a negative or
         realistic way through the narratives of the show (such as the oppression and discontent experienced by the characters).[26]   Ciasullo says positive nostalgia “depends upon an erasure of those aspects of the
         past that are negative or even painful”[27]   and that audiences often “want the style, but they don’t want the substance.”[28]   While the contributing authors in this collection approach nostalgia from diverse
         theoretical and personal perspectives, a common theme that runs through many of the
         subsequent chapters is the navigation of the positive, pleasurable aspects of nostalgia
         that Ciasullo acknowledges with the sort of critical perspective Lizardi emphasizes.
         
      

      
      The chapters in this volume address the issues and tensions discussed above from a
         variety of standpoints and methods, looking at a number of genres of texts in their
         analysis of the intersection of Netflix and nostalgia. Following this introduction,
         the first set of chapters addresses broad issues that impact how and why nostalgic
         content has become such a prevalent part of the Netflix model and its success. Taurino
         and Stephan look at issues such as industry and branding in Netflix’s use of nostalgic
         content, while Chinen Biesen’s and Murray’s chapters focus on the interplay between
         nostalgic content and viewership. Gauthier’s chapter examines the progressive potential
         of nostalgic content in Netflix series, which provides a transition into a focus on
         diversity and nostalgic media texts. The next set of chapters begins with Freeman’s
         and Mcclantoc’s discussions of queer representation in Netflix programming such as
         Stranger Things, GLOW, and Black Mirror’s “San Junipero” episode. Next, Davis’s and Yanders’s chapters discuss race and ethnicity,
         using the series The Get Down, Luke Cage and One Day at a Time. Maganzani’s chapter on the Spanish-language series Cable Girls, as well as Castellano and Meimaridis’s chapter on Brazilian viewers’ responses to
         Gilmore Girls, expand the discussion to include globalized perspectives on Netflix nostalgia. In
         the last set of chapters, authors look at temporal elements of Netflix programming.
         Sirianni analyzes nostalgic content in Stranger Things from a generational perspective, and Campbell and Pallister’s chapter addresses the
         use of “old” and “new” communication technology in the series 13 Reasons Why. In the final chapter, Tembo addresses the interplay of nostalgic content with futurism
         in Cowboy Bebop.
      

      
      Finally, Ann M. Ciasullo provides an Afterword that quite appropriately bookends this
         collection. Ann and I met as undergraduate students at Gonzaga University, where Ann
         now teaches, bonding over our shared love of nostalgic popular culture. Alert readers
         will notice how closely Ann’s opening anecdote in the Afterword mimics the start of
         this Introduction, hearkening back to the central role that television—especially
         nostalgic television—played in both of our childhoods. This inadvertent “happy accident”
         serves as a reminder that nostalgia, while deeply personal, also provides a powerful
         social connection that helps us understand ourselves, our times, and our cultures.
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      Chapter 1

      Crossing Eras

      
         
         
         
         Giulia Taurino

         
         Exploring Nostalgic Reconfigurations in
 Media Franchises
         

         
         
      

      
      A Syntax of Netflix Nostalgia

      
      Over the past few years, as television began to build a more solid history, televisual
         products have been affected by a nostalgic wave that led to the revival of several
         old-time favorite franchises. Such a trend is one of the consequences of a wider technological
         environment, where television content is more and more interconnected and somehow
         serialized, not only through space, whether fictional, virtual or real, but also through
         time, in a continuous dialogue between media of the past and media of the present.
         This reticular mechanism, which involves processes of recycling and remediation among
         others, contributed to consolidate a preexisting association between the domain of
         media and forms of nostalgia. As Dominik Schrey explains, “media can serve as a means
         of virtually accessing the past, and are thus an important resource for cultural memory.
         Consequently, they often establish the precondition for a nostalgic perspective on
         things past (and present).”[1]    Elsewhere, Ryan Lizardi talks about this phenomenon as a form of “mediated nostalgia,”
         to describe how “media consistently make available a media-defined past.”[2]   
      

      
      While nostalgia doesn’t appear as a new paradigm in contemporary history, since it
         has been affecting human societies starting from their ancient years, the emergence
         of digital media indeed created alternative premises for triggering nostalgic practices
         in cultural industries worldwide. Being easily accessible in libraries online, always
         available, mediated nostalgia turns a self-generated state of longing into an externally
         prompted condition, which responds to technological changes, socio-cultural dynamics
         and commercial parameters. As a multifaceted concept, it carries several meanings
         and implications, ranging from an economical to a cultural understanding of the production
         of storytelling practices. This chapter will investigate the concept of mediated nostalgia
         in the digital age, by analyzing its role in contemporary television seriality, as
         well as its effects on textual forms and narrative structures, and on the industry
         that surrounds them.  
      

      
      An underlying assumption in every discussion about nostalgia is that it implies memory:
         there is no nostalgia without some form of memory. In the wake of Richard Terdiman’s
         memory studies, memory is to be intended here as a transformative and transhistorical
         individual and social condition.[3]    In this respect, memory is also a multidirectional force, meaning “subject to
         ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, and borrowing,”[4]    which ultimately contributes to the constitution of multiple identities in a constant
         laboring process that happens in the present and reference to the past. When inserted
         in mass media environments, memory can acquire a higher resonance as a widespread
         nostalgic cultural phenomenon.    What does cultural memory mean in the context of
         a mediated environment? 
      

      
      Perhaps one of the most central notions to investigate, in relation to both mediated
         nostalgia and cultural memory, is that of repository. Beyond a subjective, individual
         memory, and probably even stronger when it comes to triggering large-scale phenomena
         of cultural revival, a broader, collective memory is, to a certain extent, guaranteed
         by archives and related practices of preservation. Technological advances and an increasing
         movement toward digitization nourished the archival process, and while several “physical”
         archives still remain trapped in issues of inaccessibility and auto-referentiality,
         digital archives, here comprised online databases and virtual platforms, represent
         new resources for assuring the persistence of memory and the access to it. As “new
         media” were able to generate a sedimentation of content not only in physical archives,
         but also in virtual repositories, they freed nostalgia from the constraints and frailties
         of human memory. Today nostalgia is not so much about memory as it is about the media
         industry itself. 
      

      
      Starting from these general considerations, mediated nostalgia on Netflix will be
         explored in the specific context of streaming television, a nonlinear environment
         independent from the restrictions of a rigid programming schedule typical of linear
         television. As a streaming platform, Netflix gives shape and organization to a library
         of content, very much similar to an interactive archive. The metaphor of the library,
         or of a catalog, containing a collection of audiovisual texts, results particularly
         effective to describe Netflix’s inner dynamics. When the memory of a movie or a television
         show is not only stored in an inventory, but also indexed and made available to search,
         mediated nostalgia can become an intrinsic property for the sustainability of the
         Netflix archive and its business model, in multiple ways. Observing a syntax of Netflix
         nostalgia leads to a general classification of different typologies of nostalgia,
         as they occur and take shape in the current “mediascape.”[5]    If we consider nostalgia as a spectrum, nostalgic iterations can be found mainly
         on three levels: genre, setting and/or content/plot. 
      

      
      For instance, the most recent revivals of old media products are often prompted by
         an algorithmic-driven nostalgia, or nostalgia-by-indexing, which ultimately turns
         out to be a genre-based form of nostalgia. Such a category, particularly in the case
         of television series, can be seen on a macroscopic level in the structure of the platform
         itself. As Netflix largely relies on statistics and data collected from users’ behavior,
         a form of algorithmic-driven recommendation allows the platform to organize the content
         into clusters. In this environment, nostalgia becomes a genre itself and contributes
         to arrange content into subgenres. For example, digging through the Netflix library,
         as of April 2018 we found content browsed by genres like “Nostalgic ’90s”[6] or “Totally Awesome ’80s.”[7]    Users can go as far back as 1960s or 1970s television,[8]    or climb the catalog up until the more rich category “TV from 2000 on.”[9]    Although it may vary depending on the country, nostalgia-by-indexing looks more
         like a modern-day form of rerun for nonlinear television: old content is made available
         for contemporary audiences and algorithmic clustering dictates a principle of organization,
         in which content is separated by decade and yet interconnected through meta-tags.
         
      

      
      On the opposite end, nostalgia can be found through close-reading and textual analysis,
         most often attached to the setting. Beyond the genre itself, a series like  Stranger Things   (Netflix, 2016-), for example, offers many textual clues for the audience to relate
         to a nostalgic view of the 1980s, not least the historical setting, as well as a certain
         visual aesthetic typical of US made, Spielbergian coming-of-age movies, such as  The Goonies   (1985) or  Stand by Me   (1986). What has been defined by the press, with respect to this specific case,
         as a “Goonies-Inflected Nostalgia”[10]    is a nostalgia built upon narrative and visual citations of Stephen King’s stories
         and Steven Spielberg’s movies, as well as on popular culture references to the 1980s
         and 1990s decades. Far from being a purely aesthetic choice, this longing-for-the-past
         comes with simulacra and objects fitting in the plot, in order to take the audience
         back to another era, similarly to what Baz Luhrmann and Stephen Adly Guirgis did,
         while reimagining New York’s 1970s in another, lesser known Netflix series,  The Get Down   (2016-2017).  
      

      
      In this respect, nostalgia programming is not at all a new model in North-American
         television seriality. Already in 2007,  Mad Men, with its vintage vibe, was bringing a feeling of nostalgia to the cable channel
         AMC. Such nostalgic practices related to the setting could be said to correspond to
         Robert Buerkle’s definition of “nostalgia-by-proxy.” As he explains, “the target audience
         for nostalgic media frequently does not have a direct relationship with the time being
         evoked, but rather a tangential relationship via the generation that came before them.
         This is nostalgia-by-proxy. In truth,  Charlie’s Angels is not so much designed for the show’s original fan base as it is for Millennials
         who are aware of the cultural capital of  
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