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The research examines the representation of gender dynamics in serial narratives produced in non-
Western countries and distributed through Netflix. Owing to the prominent role of television series as
both entertainment and cultural platforms that facilitate societal engagement - particularly among young
adults - and critical reflection on contemporary social issues, they represent an ideal medium for
examining the political and social challenges faced by youth today. The study focuses on three series,
each consisting of one season, from Netflix Italy's catalog: A Love So Beautiful (China), Sparta (Russia),
and Love 101 (Turkey). The audiovisual products share a common school setting centered on
adolescent protagonists. The main objective is to understand how gender-related issues and gender
roles are narrated in countries with political and cultural systems different from those of so-called
Western Europe. The study integrates qualitative content analysis and visual analysis to evaluate 48
episodes. We developed an analytical-qualitative grid to explore how gender roles, relationships, and
stereotypes are constructed through a gender-focused analysis while accounting for specific historical
and local cultural contexts. Findings show that the three series articulate distinct affective regimes
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emotional discipline in the Chinese case, negotiated relationality in the Turkish one, and coercive and
dystopian configurations in the Russian narrative. Rather than converging toward Western liberal
models of gender empowerment, these productions propose alternative configurations of youth
subjectivity and intimacy, revealing how platform-mediated circulation contributes to the everyday
enactment of soft power through affective and relational narratives. The study bridges local audiovisual
production and global platform distribution, highlighting gendered youth narratives as key sites where
cultural imaginaries, political meanings, and transnational audiences intersect.
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Introduction

In the contemporary global twenty-first century, characterized by platformed media
environments, power increasingly manifests itself not only through military force, economic
and financial dominance, or formal political diplomacy but also through narratives, images,
and storytelling that shape how societies signify and represent themselves in relation to
others. In platformed media environments, cultural narratives increasingly participate in the
construction of national images, symbolic credibility, and soft power.

While Nye (1990) defined soft power primarily in terms of attraction and legitimacy within
international relations, this article approaches soft power by framing cultural products,
particularly serial audiovisual ones, as significant tools for the political production of
meaning, through which soft power can be materialized and operationalized.

Due to its indirect and weakly thematized ideological character, youth-oriented seriality
often operates within areas of apparent cultural and political neutrality, becoming particularly
effective at naturalizing norms, values, and expectations related to identity, relationships,
and the exercise of power in everyday life.

Because they address subjects in formative stages of life, youth-oriented narratives are
particularly relevant for observing how gender roles, romantic expectations, and emotional
norms are naturalized through everyday storytelling rather than explicit ideological
discourse. What distinguishes the contemporary context is the multiplication of cultural
voices beyond the United States and Western-centered perspectives. Western-based
streaming platforms such as Netflix have played a crucial role in this transformation by
distributing transnational cultural products originating from regions historically positioned as
the ‘Rest’ (Kupchan, 2012).

Although existing scholarship has examined Netflix as a platform of global cultural
circulation and soft power (Lobato, 2019), as well as gender representations in serialized
media, limited attention has been devoted to the intersection of non-Western youth seriality,
platform-mediated distribution, and gender as a relational infrastructure through which soft
power is exercised within Western-dominated streaming environments. Addressing this
point, the article examines three non-Western teen series distributed on Netflix: A Love So
Beautiful (China), Love 101 (Turkey), and Sparta (Russia). Adopting a de-Westernizing
analytical perspective, the article questions how youth-oriented television series originating
from non-Western contexts articulate alternative configurations of gender, relationships, and
power in a globalized media ecosystem. Through a comparative qualitative approach
grounded in content analysis, the study demonstrates that soft power operates not only as
a geopolitical strategy but as a daily form of governance embedded in the emotional and
relational experiences produced through entertainment.

The article begins with a review of the literature on de-Westernization of knowledge,
situating these debates within the context of the diversification of serialized consumption
amid progressive platformization. It then develops a theoretical framework that
conceptualizes narratives as operative discursive structures of soft power, with particular
attention to gender as a vehicle of implicit political stances. On this basis, the study analyzes
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how three non-Western youth series distributed on Netflix Italy address gender-related
issues, highlighting the connections among gender, youth, and politics in contemporary
global cultural production.

Theoretical Background

Contemporary academic and public debate has increasingly questioned the universality and
dominance of Western-centered knowledge and frameworks, rooted in the binary and
asymmetrical opposition between the West and ‘the Rest’ (Hall & Gieben, 1992; Kupchan,
2012). Recent literature has shown how a Eurocentric and colonial outlook tends to dilute
the ‘Rest’ by homogenizing it. As exemplified by the ontological notion of the Orient (Said,
1978), this process implicitly sustains an auto-assigned superiority that positions the so-
called ‘West’ at an allegedly more advanced stage of progress (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin,
2000).

Questioning the universalistic stance of Western perspectives from a critical scholarship
standpoint entails challenging the epistemological hierarchy that frames modernity as a
singular phenomenon, locally situated in what is conventionally referred to as ‘Europe’ and
the ‘West’ (Bhambra, 2023; Ba & Higbee, 2018). Embracing a multipolar perspective
capable of accounting for the plurality of cultural trajectories, meanings, values, identities,
and social imaginaries thus implies an effort to move beyond Western hegemonic categories
for interpreting social reality (Waisbord & Mellado, 2014).

The challenge of confronting and legitimizing de-Westernized knowledges involves
multiple epistemological levels of complexity. First, a de-Western approach requires
interrogating the theoretical and interpretative categories through which non-Western worlds
are rendered globally intelligible. Second, even when adopting a de-Westernized scholarly
perspective, research inevitably risks not fully escaping at least one Western category,
namely the West itself. The notion of non-Western countries remains relational, as it is
defined in reference to a hegemonic subject, the West, that continues to structure global
epistemic hierarchies (Spivak, 1985).

Considering this tension, which the de-Westernization and postcolonial scholarly fields
are required to confront at different levels (Ahmed, 2000; Bhambra, 2023), the present study
does not aim to neutralize or flatten it as a constitutive limitation of the analytical process.
Rather, the ‘non-Western’ label is treated reflexively as a category rooted in Western
common sense, and functions as a heuristic tool for interrogating how cultural differences,
power asymmetries, and interpretative frameworks are constructed, negotiated or diluted
within global media environments (Thussu, 2014).

In today’s convergent media environment, the symbolic, cultural, and communicative
nature of power is increasingly visible, as power operates through media and cultural
products rather than direct coercion, making them sites of strategic and geopolitical
influence. In this perspective, cultural production can be read as a symbolic resource
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through which power is made visible, negotiated, dispersed, and normalized. The encounter
with the global scenario and its geopolitical implications accompanies theoretical reflection
on Nye’s notion of soft power (1990; 2008).

In line with his formulation, soft power refers to a country’s capacity to shape the
preferences, attitudes, and perceptions of external publics through attraction and legitimacy
rather than coercion. While Nye conceptualizes soft power primarily as an instrument of
statecraft operating at the level of foreign policy, this article builds on and extends his
framework by foregrounding the everyday, affective, and relational dimensions through
which soft power is enacted and internalized. Particularly under conditions of digital
communication and platformization, the exercise of soft power is increasingly mediated
through transnational cultural flows, such as serialized narratives, that circulate globally and
operate below the threshold of explicit political discourse. Serialized audiovisual narratives
thereby play a central role in the production of political meaning (Arslan, 2025).

In this sense, cultural and media products can be approached not as neutral expressive
forms of socio-cultural and political backgrounds, but rather as social arenas in which
struggles over power take place (Cull, 2019), and where dominant interpretations and
frameworks collide with alternative, peripheral, or oppositional perspectives (Hall, 1980).

Following the narrative turn, stories function as social structures that can influence
behavior, expectations, and points of view by legitimizing what is imaginable or acceptable
and what is not (Mattern, 2001). On the one hand, narratives do not merely describe social
reality but also actively contribute to its organization by shaping social roles and power
relations (Hall 1996; De Fina, 2015). Media narratives thus emerge as sites where locally
grounded meanings intersect with wider processes of symbolic circulation and soft power
strategies, making them particularly suitable for analyzing how power operates through
cultural forms and how cultural diplomacy can be shaped, in part, through stories
(Miskimmon et al., 2024).

Cultural consumption of TV shows is thus entangled with both national broadcasting
logics of production and global arenas structured by digital platforms, where access and
engagement are shaped by market-driven and infrastructural conditions as well as by
geopolitical interests (van Dijck et al., 2018). Streaming platforms such as Netflix, therefore,
play a central role in reconfiguring audience behaviors and experiences of sequencing and
interpretation, as well as the possibilities available to political and state actors, including
those in non-Western countries, to enter the global streaming market as a pivotal tool of
influence.

According to these considerations, Netflix and its algorithmic curation practices (Coviello
et al., 2021) can be understood less as neutral distributors and more as a power-related
cultural intermediary (Lobato, 2019). The apparent and convenient neutrality that platform
actors perform tends to obscure their active role in structuring cultural consumption and
reinforcing specific imaginaries of progress, innovation, and audience-personalization logics
(Couldry & Mejias, 2019). In this sense, mediatized experiences, such as those in the Netflix
environment, constitute a relevant site for examining contemporary hybrid forms of state soft
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power, in which entertainment and familiarity operate through everyday popular culture
rather than through explicit diplomacy or political propaganda (Cull, 2019).

Additionally, youth-oriented TV shows set in high school function as analytical sites that
take on particular significance as key narratives of identity formation, where generational
socialization, nation-building, and symbolic authority intersect. As spaces structured by
discipline and institutional norms, they connect national imaginaries and citizenship with
affective belonging, making gender a central dimension through which youth identities and
social norms are negotiated (Spalletta & De Rosa, 2025) between Western modernity and
multiple modernities (Eisenstadt, 2000; Bhambra, 2023).

Rather than functioning as a thematic layer of the study, gender operates as a structured
set of relationships and representations (Hall, 1997) that disclose the potentially variegated
normative expectations of gender within a given society (Connell, 2005). In this sense, the
gender lens works as a deep narrative dimension of power, through which social hierarchies
and norms are coded for youth-oriented serial storytelling. The repetition logic that
characterized gender performance in Butler's theories ([1990] 2006) appears to be a
common thread, echoing the reiteration and discursive continuity in TV shows and providing
particularly fertile terrain for the stabilization or subtle reconfiguration of gender
performances.

A de-Westernized approach to gender analysis also entails acknowledging the situated
nature of knowledge production. This is particularly relevant when examining non-Western
television productions circulating on a Western-based platform, where the risk of measuring
gender norms against implicit Western benchmarks remains structurally present. In this
regard, the critique of neoliberal and Western-centric feminist paradigms (Vergés, 2020)
cautions against equating gender “progress” exclusively with individual autonomy, romantic
self-determination, or market-oriented empowerment. Alternative articulations of gendered
subjectivities may coexist with, or even be embedded within, different models of authority,
family structures, and collective belonging.

The platform dimension is analytically decisive in this respect. By situating non-Western
serial narratives within a Western infrastructural environment, Netflix mediates their visibility
and circulation, potentially translating or recontextualizing gendered meanings for
transnational audiences. In this sense, Netflix can be understood as a soft-power amplifier,
mediating non-Western gender narratives for Western audiences.

Aims, methods, and data collection

The paper examines how gender issues are portrayed in youth-oriented television series
produced and/or distributed by Netflix in non-Western political and cultural contexts. By
comparatively analyzing three high-school-centered TV shows from China, Russia, and
Turkey, the study investigates how gender representations are shaped at the intersection of
context-based cultural norms, global platform logics, and soft power strategies, and

282 Camilla Folena, Valeria Donato



Mediascapes journal, 27/2026

addresses their circulation to Western audiences from a de-Westernized perspective. To
address this goal, one main research question and two operative sub-questions have been
formulated:

RQ1. How are gender-related issues and gender roles narrated in television series
produced in non-Western political and cultural systems and circulated through Western-
based streaming platforms?

RQ1a. How are gender roles and relationships represented through characters,
interactions, and emotional expressions within youth-centered narratives across the
selected series?

RQ1b. How do these gender representations reflect, negotiate, or reframe local cultural
norms when mediated by global platform logics and oriented toward Western audiences?

The three TV series, detailed in Table 1, have been selected following three selection
criteria:

(1) De-Westernized geopolitical-cultural positioning: the selection of China, Russia, and
Turkey reflects different but complex and multipolar positions within the global landscape,
neither fully peripheral nor aligned with Western liberal-democratic models. Countries of
origin have distinct political, ideological, and cultural frameworks and, simultaneously, an
established and shared tradition of cultural production as a soft-power tool, in which
audiovisual narratives could play a strategic role in shaping national imaginaries and
external perceptions.

(2) Narrative-contextual comparability: the TV shows have been selected according to a
comparative contextual basis. Therefore, the productions are youth-oriented TV series set
in high school environments and focused on the key moments of identity formation in
adolescence. This setting provides a common analytical ground that enhances cross-
cultural meaningfulness, allowing the exploration of similar teenage stages across diverse
non-Western socio-political and cultural backgrounds.

(3) Platform-mediated circulation and selection: the TV shows are all distributed by
Netflix Italy as a global cultural intermediary for international and particularly Western
publics.

To bridge the theoretical framework and the empirical analysis, we treat the selected
series as situated audiovisual narratives in which gendered roles, emotional interactions,
visual codes, and relational dynamics make broader norms of authority, intimacy, discipline,
negotiation, and coercion culturally intelligible. The cases are therefore not read as
representative of Chinese, Turkish, or Russian cultures as a whole, nor as evidence of direct
ideological intentions.

Following Lobato’s (2019) understanding of Netflix as a geographically situated system
of digital distribution, the platform is considered here not as a neutral global container but
as an infrastructure that organizes the availability, localization, and transnational circulation
of audiovisual texts. The study does not directly analyze Netflix's algorithmic
recommendation systems or audience reception. It focuses on how culturally situated
gender imaginaries from China, Turkey, and Russia become accessible within Netflix Italy’s
catalog and are therefore positioned for Western-based viewers.
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TV shows A Love so Beautiful Smapra Love 101

Country China Russia Turkey

Year of 2018 2018 2020

distribution

N° of Season1 Season 1 Season1-2'

seasons and Episodes: 24 Episodes: 8 Episodes: 8

episodes Duration: approx. 50 mins Duration: approx. 55 mins Duration: approx. 40 mins
Rating 13+ 16+ 13+

Plot The series follows the The story revolves around The series follows a group

everyday experiences of a
group of students, centered
on Chen Xiaoxi, a cheerful
and optimistic girl, and Jiang
Chen, an introverted, self-
controlled and academically
successful classmate she is in
love with. Through school life,
friendships, and romantic
tensions, the narrative
portrays adolescence as a
formative period shaped by
emotional growth, peer
relationships, and educational
pressure.

the mysterious death of a
high-school teacher,
prompting a detective to
uncover a virtual reality
game called Sparta that
students are experimenting.
As the investigation unfolds,
the series explores the
blurred boundaries between
the digital and offline worlds,
focusing on power
dynamics, competition, and
moral dilemmas among
adolescents in an elite
school.

of ‘marginalized’ high-
school students who fear
being expelled and
separated after their
favorite teacher is going to
be transferred. To keep
her at school, they
navigate friendship,
identitarian issues,
emotional relationships,
and their own transition
into adulthood.

Table 1. TV shows summary

Methodologically, the research adopted a cultural and qualitative perspective (Bartoletti et
al., 2020), employing content analysis (Gerbner, 1958; Tipaldo, 2014) to derive valid
implications from verbal and visual data for describing specific phenomena (Downe-
Wamboldt, 1992).

To operationalize the analysis, we inductively developed an analytical grid after a first
round of streaming the TV shows. The codebook, presented in Table 2, provides a concise
summary of the grid, integrating descriptive and interpretative dimensions, addressing
character roles, relationships, interactions, and socio-cultural contexts.

To foster intersubjective agreement and analytical consistency, individual coding by each
author was complemented by collective discussions and a second round of screening of the
audiovisual material. This shared interpretative work allowed the researchers to confront
perspectives, negotiate cultural meanings, and refine analytical categories, strengthening
the coherence of the qualitative codebook.

Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) is used here as a sensitizing lens rather than as a fully
developed analytical framework, helping us avoid treating gender as detached from class,
religion, national belonging, institutional settings, and geopolitical positioning.
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Themes Declination
Representation of gender roles Character distribution and narrative function
Character development: protagonist, antagonist, supporting role
Daily activities: school, sport, care, leisure
Leadership, authority, and decision-making
Emotional expression and regulation
Gender identity (e.g., binarism, non-binarism, queerness)
Gender interactions Romantic, friendship, family, and peer relations
Power dynamics and courtship patterns
Presence/absence of gender-based violence
Sexual orientation and heteronormative framing
Visual coding of bodies and Clothing, uniforms, colors, and bodily presentation
styles Camera framing and visibility of bodies
Sexualization, gaze construction, and recurring visual patterns
Spatial positioning within school, family, and peer settings
Sociocultural and institutional Explicit and/or implicit gender norms
context Political and cultural institutions and gender perspective
Role of family/school in reproducing/contesting gender roles

Table 2. Codebook

Finally, the study explicitly adopts an epistemological stance of reflexivity. In line with the
view that all theories are shaped by the social and political contexts in which they are
produced (Cox, 1981), the authors acknowledge their positionality as Western-based, white
female researchers. This situated standpoint inevitably informs the interpretative framework
through which gender representations are read and analyzed. Instead of being treated as a
limitation to be neutralized, this positionality is acknowledged as a constitutive element of
the interpretative process, especially because the series are analyzed from the standpoint
of Western-based viewers and researchers.

Findings

Approaching the main findings of the research, across the three case studies, gender
relations and cross-gender relations emerge as central mechanisms through which micro-
technologies of situated power operate. In all TV shows, youthful subjects are not simply
represented as bearers of values but as mirrors in which contextual political imaginaries are
embodied, rehearsed, and normalized through a pop-cultural product distributed from non-
Western countries within a Western digital arena.

A Love So Beautiful: normalization and Confucian affective discipline
In A Love So Beautiful, youth is articulated as a space of moral and emotional training,
wherein relational power - encompassing friendship, school, family, and romantic intimacy -

functions predominantly through normalization rather than repression. The series mobilizes
a model of governance closely aligned with Confucian-inflected forms of governmentality,
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understood as the conduct of conduct (Li, 2017), privileging self-regulation, emotional
moderation, and affective discipline as key indicators of maturity and social integration
towards the wider value of harmony (Edney et al., 2020). The school setting, textually and
narratively, articulates a mindset of self-improvement and relentless dedication to be
achieved through intellectual and moral hard work. A professor explains that “school is not
only about acquiring knowledge, but also about becoming qualified adults” (ep.3). Students
are tasked with sweeping up the leaves at the school courtyard (ep.1, 10), or on the fagade,
a Confucian principle states: “learn without satiety, instruct without being wearied” (ep.2).

Additionally, school institutions explicitly do not incentivize dating, reaffirming public
moderation and the avoidance of romantic expressions, as a professor claims: “In recent
days, | have become aware of a serious issue: some students are dating [...] engaging in
improper behavior, such as walking around the playground areas holding hands” (ep.16).
This corresponds to a depiction of romantic relationships as largely desexualized until
adulthood, with kissing staged as the final stage of peer courtship.

In the TV show, feminine subjectivity is structured around perseverance, care, and
emotional endurance. Female protagonist Xiaoxi defines her romantic strategy as “/ am
trying to soften the stone with my perseverance” (ep.5), and female co-protagonist Jingxiao
states: “he will accept if she insists gently” (ep.5). Courtship is enacted by young women
who are positioned as affective stabilizers whose labor sustains both romantic and social
cohesion. Wu Bosong, Xiaoxi’s male friend, tells her: “you can educate me with care” (ep.6).
While such positioning may appear to confer agency, it nonetheless functions as a
disciplinary dispositif of gender-related norms in which emotional labor becomes a woman’s
condition of recognition and social value.

Conversely, masculine subjectivity is constituted through emotional opacity, rationality,
and controlled detachment. Male protagonist Jiang Chen’s emotional containment and
reserve are not problematized but rather valorized as a sign of composure and moral
reliability. Behaviors that do not conform to implicitly accepted social gender norms are
mocked. On the one hand, the female co-protagonist, depicted as clear-minded,
independent, and confident, is repeatedly nicknamed “tomboy” (ep.1, 4) for her gentle
contrast with norms associated with femininity. On the other hand, when the male co-
protagonist Lu-Yang writes a love letter, he is bullied by older male students: “You dare to
write a love letter, but you don’t have the courage to admit it? Coward” (ep.1). Agency is
therefore inseparable from compliance with gendered affective expectations. Where “every
girl loves pink”, wrongdoings from boys are punished “with 300 push-ups” (ep.11). However,
through an asymmetrical regulation of relational temporality, while young women pursue,
nurture, and wait, young men retain control over emotional disclosure and set the pace of
relational development. This dynamic, reflecting a runner-chaser trope in which male
emotional withdrawal is counterbalanced by female efforts and persistence, effectively
naturalizes gender hierarchies. Notably, the show balances the main romantic relationship
between Xiaoxi and Jiang Chen, which normalizes gender performance, with the comical
secondary relationship between Lu Yang and Jingxiao, which gently subverts norms yet
remains safely positioned on the periphery of the narrative core.
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Friendships are largely gender-based, and even when a male-female friendship forms, it
implicitly suggests the possibility of romantic development, as in the case of Xiaoxi and Wu
Bosong.

Love 101: negotiation, resistance, and affective self-development

By contrast, Love 101 articulates a model of power relations that is less oriented toward
normalization and more focused on negotiation, contestation, and relational
experimentation. Youth is represented as an affective collective situated at the intersection
of emotional exploration, institutional regulation, social surveillance, and cultural-moral
constraint. The school functions as a paradigmatic disciplinary institution: “Those were the
times when standing out meant being punished. If you were different, too bad. Just be
normal, ordinary” (ep.1). Yet educational authority is persistently resisted and re-signified
rather than fully internalized through the peer group alliance: “In dire times, people in the
same situation need to unite. So, let’s do it. All we have is each other” (ep.1).

Female agency is articulated through initiative, emotional intelligence, and relational
leadership, challenging liberal assumptions that equate agency with autonomy, detachment,
or individual self-sufficiency. Although constrained by normative femininity, young women
actively shape relational trajectories; far from being passive, female characters embody
oscillating and polarized models of femininity. Isik embodies a caring and socially
conforming young woman: “You should really finish that soup, Sinan. Then take a few of
these vitamins” (ep.5). Eda stages a more rebellious, creative and visually assertive girl,
while remaining emotionally fragile beneath the surface: “It happens sometimes, you get
scared of love and go hide in the corner, you adapt to something easier, to escape it’ (ep.4).
References to potential eating disorders resurface in her habits and statements, “I'm not
hungry - beer is enough for me” (ep.4), and are linked to the beauty standards required of a
young woman ‘who needs to settle in” (ep.5). Both, however, actively shape relational
trajectories rather than merely reacting to male desire.

Masculinity, in turn, is portrayed as multilayered but united by fragmented, unstable, and
emotionally unsustainable traits. The main male characters portray three distinct ways of
being a young man that blend aggression, impulsiveness, irony, closure, vulnerability, and
care. Rather than dismantling masculinity as a category, the series renders it visible as a
spectrum of governable dispositions, foregrounding its contingency and emotional costs.
Sinan’s melancholic and intellectually withdrawn masculinity is connected to abandonment,
drinking habits and caregiving responsibilities: “My mom and dad both have other families.
So, they left me our old house with my grandpa in it’ (ep.3). Kerem initially performs an
aggressive and reactive masculinity, shaped by his refusal of family privilege and of the
expectations attached to being “someone’s son”; yet his character arc progressively reveals
vulnerability, leadership, kindness, and high sensitivity to injustice beneath violence and
impulsiveness. Osman combines irony, autonomy, and entrepreneurial pragmatism: “I'm
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giving one to two odds on a tie. We win; it’s a triple. You win, it’s a 3.5. But I'm taking all
payments up front’ (ep.1). It is worth noting that his potential development as a homosexual
character became part of a state-platform controversy in Turkey before the TV show’s
release?. Masculinity thus appears not as a naturalized norm but as an ongoing project of
affective regulation.

Although the characters initially dismiss love as self-interest, dependence, or emotional
risk - “love is overrated”, “love is about self-interest’, “love is fucking stupid. It’s not for us”
(ep.1) - the plot gradually turns romantic feeling into an object of collective reflection and
negotiation. The later recognition that “money can’t get you love” and “love plays with your
heart; it takes it and squeezes it down like a stress ball’ (ep. 5) marks the transformation of
intimacy from a cynical game into a space for affective learning.

Both main romantic arcs are structured through asymmetrical but negotiable forms of
vulnerability, through which characters gradually disclose and rework their identities. Isik
and Sinan's bond is built on emotional intimacy and empathy, in a runner-chaser dynamic
in which she consistently leads the relationship, not in a stereotypical caring role, yet still
tied to the female idea of care and empathy, while he remains distant. “Sinan was actually
afraid of being loved. Afraid of loving, connecting with someone” (ep.3).

Eda and Kerem depict a tense, passionate yet vulnerable love story marked by intense
emotional conflict and impulsive courtship that culminate in a rare form of everlasting love.
The runner-chaser trope is reversed with him chasing her, but the female character — as for
Isik and Sinan — is the one that sets the relational turning points: “/If you would listen to me
for one second! | care about you too much, and it’s fucking me up to be this obsessed with
you, you know? I'm always thinking about you, you mess up my mind” (ep.5).

Friendship here overcomes gendered divisions and is presented as a transformative
sanctuary for the transition from adolescence to adulthood. Both friendship and romantic
relations become key sites of interior growth, resistance to institutionalized but unjust norms,
and pedagogical experimentation. These relationships are neither utopian nor emancipatory
in a simplistic sense; instead, they are fragile, conflictual, and deeply affective, sustained
and decoded through peers’ collective care. Gendered identities emerge through these
relational processes, and friendship plays a central role in shaping and advancing romantic
relationships.

Sparta: biopolitics, coercion, and the collapse of affective life

Sparta presents a radically divergent configuration of youth, power, and affectivity,
foregrounding the collapse rather than the promise of relationality. Here, relational power
operates neither through disciplinary normalization nor negotiation but through coercive
mechanisms, including surveillance, technological mediation, and violence. Youthful bodies
are continuously monitored, ranked, and exposed, particularly along rigidly enforced gender
lines.
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Young female subjectivity is positioned as peripheral and constructed through a condition
of vulnerable hyper-visibility, enacted by a clear male-gaze dynamic. Portrayed as
vulnerable and seductive, they are victims of a male-coded system, both within the
videogame and in offline reality: “/ don't like to be treated like a doll” (ep.6).

Freedom in their virtual identities relies on the hypersexualization of their bodies and the
use of physical violence (ep.2,4,5). For instance, a father tells his daughter, “Dressed like
that, you seem like a whore” (ep.3), and as an alter ego, she opts to perform as a stripper.
Similarly, the only single female professor is repeatedly named as a “whore” and “slutty”
(ep.3,5,7). This hyper-visible female subjectivity is mediated by Western-coded
technological innovation within the school context. The technology professor spies on his
students’ alter egos in the game, after declaring that in the virtual arena of Sparta “you can
be and do what you want, there are no rules, and no one will know” (ep.2). On the other
hand, male subjectivity is socialized around domination and homophobia, emotional
repression, trauma, and silence. Recurring insults among male characters include “your ass
hurts” (ep. 6) and “sissy”, the latter directed at the gym teacher, who is first accused of being
gay (ep. 5) and later of being a pedophile. Several sequences expose a long-standing
homophobic trope that associates homosexuality with pedophilia (ep.6,7,8). Masculinity
appears structurally dominant yet affectively hollow, as control is exercised almost
exclusively through intimidation and aggression. Emotional expression is framed as
weakness: “You are scared because you are weak” (ep.4), reinforcing a political rationality
- symbolically exposed by the TV show title Sparta - in which vulnerability is incompatible
with survival.

What is wrong with what | said, Professor? Plato said that deformed children, or those born to impaired
parents, should not be raised. And that the disabled should be denied medical care. It is written in The
Republic. In 1920, Charles Darwin’s cousin defined these theories as ‘eugenics’ - the science of selection.
In short, arguing that the morally deformed must be eliminated. Yes, I think that people who do not deserve
to live should simply be eliminated. For example, people born with defects, weakness, or conditions like
cerebral palsy. They are useless to society [...] (ep.7).

In this regime, relationships do not shape subjects through affective investment but through
functionalism and instrumentalization. Intimacy is stripped of its reparative and relational
potential: romantic and sexual relationships are depicted as transactional, coercive, and
affectively evacuated, existing primarily in terms of their utility. In this sense, the videogame
Sparta, which occupies a central narrative position, functions as a metaphor for Western
neoliberal and techno-authoritarian governance. It stages the promise of unlimited agency
only to intensify competition, surveillance, exclusion, and patriarchal domination, revealing
a narrative universe where relational bonds are structured by bullying, gang dynamics,
violence, and control rather than care. Even the female adults, depicted as more powerful,
exhibit masculinized traits: cold tones and leadership exercised through authoritarianism
rather than authority: “you will go there, when | hurt you” (ep.3), “l beg your permission miss”

(ep.5).
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Crucially, Sparta does not locate the crisis of youth intimacy within tradition or cultural
conservatism. Through its dystopian treatment of digital freedom and technological
innovation, the series offers a clearly oppositional narrative toward Western-coded
modernity. Progress is not represented as emancipation, but as a pathway toward
surveillance, moral disintegration, gendered violence, and affective collapse.

In this sense, gender relations function as technologies of governance through which
young subjects are trained not to relate, but to compete, dominate, and endure emotional
depletion. Sparta does not propose an alternative political imaginary; it foregrounds the
contradictions, violence, and affective impoverishments embedded within Western liberal
rationalities themselves.

Comparative affective regimes and the De-Westernization of youth political
imaginaries

Across the three TV shows, gender issues do not operate as stable identity categories but
rather as complex affective and relational infrastructures through which young subjects are
positioned within broader political imaginaries. What emerges is not a linear trajectory
toward empowerment or gender equality, as shaped in the Western sociocultural context,
but a set of ambivalent configurations in which agency, vulnerability, and social control
coexist and, indeed, mutually influence the development of youth subjectivities.

Rather than offering coherent alternatives, these series articulate differentiated regimes
of affective governance that complicate Western binary distinctions between emancipation
and oppression. From an intersectional perspective, briefly reflecting on common points
across the three TV shows, we can assess that religions and ethnicities are not
problematized in the societies' imaginaries, with a slight exception in Sparta, where the Tatar
minority is associated with a pejorative social status and a background depiction of Islam in
Love 101. Class issues are not explicitly discussed, but social differences between high-
and low-income backgrounds are hinted at and enacted, especially in Turkish and Russian
shows where achieving a fulfilling economic status is linked to social and personal
redemption. Pointing to sexual orientations and gender identities, youth subjectivities
coincide with a heteronormative vision of romantic relationships. Teenage is staged to mirror
a binary perspective: neither LGBTQI+ nor queer characters are performed in the teen
dramas.

Regarding the school’s institutional setting, Chinese and Turkish cultural products share
an emphasis on respect for institutional authority and discipline. In both shows, educational
norms are physically represented by uniforms, normalized and accepted in Love So
Beautiful but negotiated and contested by the peer group in Love 101. Conversely, in Sparta,
school norms — such as canteen food diets or phone use — are violently subverted by the
peer group. Table 4 summarizes the qualitative coding work, highlighting the main
similarities and differences among the TV series.
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Analytical A Love So Beautiful (China) Love 101 (Turkey) Sparta (Russia)

dimension?®

Female The main female character Dual femininity oscillating Young female characters are
positioning embodies nurturing and caring between conformity and often peripheral; adult women

yet determined femininity; the
secondary female character is
independent, assertive, and
clear-minded;

rebellion yet sharing strength;

occupy institutional or
authoritative positions marked
by masculinized traits

Masculinities

Restrained and achievement-
oriented masculinity is linked to
moderation, self-regulation,
discipline in

sports, and academic success.

Main character: Intelligence is a
marker

Plural masculinities combining
emotional vulnerability,
impulsiveness, aggressiveness
and charisma.

Main character: Intelligence is
a marker

Masculinity marked by trauma,
repression, manipulation,
instability, and aggressiveness.

Main character: Intelligence is
a marker

Romantic
relationships

Idealized and delayed intimacy;
emotional confession privileged
over physical closeness

Relationships framed as
processes of self-discovery, of
uncovering individual
vulnerability and collective
emotional growth

Relationships characterized by
distrust, emotional opacity,
manipulation, violence and
power imbalance

Emotional Female emotional labour is Female emotional labour is Emotional expression is
regime central to narrative harmony; central for growth; associated with weakness or
instability. Emotional regime is
Emotions are regulated and Emotional expression is grounded in anger and distrust
contained but female emotional  legitimized within peer group
mediation stabilizes group dynamics, but female
dynamics and supports male emotional mediation stabilizes
maturation and opening group dynamics and supports
male maturation and opening
Authority & School functions as a moral and  Educational authorities are Educational authorities are
Education disciplinary environment that contested and perceived by framed through surveillance
reinforces social order and self-  peers as ill-intentioned, and coercion; School is framed
control. Peers largely follow and  untrustworthy, and corrupt, by peers as an expression of
trust the institutional norms. fueling rebellion. moral decay, leading peers to
subvert rules to restore ‘order’
A couple of teachers perform
ally roles.
Sexuality Absent or implicit; romantic Sexual desire is staged but Sexuality is visible through

purity is emphasized

socially mediated; explicit
sexuality is latent;

conflictual and often coercive
dynamics

Bodies, social
function and
styles

School uniforms reinforce
discipline and collective
belonging;

Young women are framed
through infantilized aesthetics
and boys are linked to
sportswear;

Adult women are depicted as
teachers, mothers and
housekeepers, while men as
fathers and officers.

School uniforms are present,
yet individuality emerges
through subtle stylistic and
personalizing differentiation.

Young women are both slightly
infantilized and sexualized;
weight-related aesthetic norms
linked to beauty standards;

Adult women are depicted as
multilayered but mainly

teachers, mothers and wives;
Men are often entrepreneurs.

No emphasis on uniform
discipline;

Young women’s bodies are
sexualized, especially within
digitally mediated spaces;

Adult women include teachers,
mothers, a general attorney,
and an anatomopathologist;
Men are policemen, officers,
entrepreneurs.

Table 4. Analytical-qualitative grid of comparative findings
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Discussion

Affective harmonization of socially sustainable hierarchies - From a Western liberal
perspective, the apparent absence of explicit conflict, sexuality, and overt resistance in A
Love So Beautiful may readily be interpreted as regressive or depoliticizing. However, a de-
Westernized analytical lens reveals a precise political rationality at work. Rather than staging
empowerment through rupture or transgression, the series advances a form of affective
governance grounded in discipline, harmony, and moral self-regulation in line with a
modernized and exportable version of Confucian principles. Gender asymmetries persist,
yet they are mitigated through reciprocal affective investment grounded in agreement with
the political model of emotional work and intimacy. This configuration does not dismantle
patriarchy; instead, it depicts it as emotionally sustainable and socially acceptable by
reframing relational power as care and stability rather than domination. In doing so, the
series represents a socially normalized division of gender and relational roles, naturalizes
gendered emotional labor as a condition of natural belonging, and embeds a clearly defined
political worldview within everyday affective practices rather than overt institutional
structures.

Negotiated politics in collective relational competence - On the other hand, Love 101
occupies an intermediate, more explicitly political position within the comparative framework.
The series resonates with Western audiences precisely because it adopts familiar teen-
drama aesthetics while embedding them within culturally specific Turkish negotiations of
authority, tradition, and youth dissent. This negotiated configuration can be read in relation
to the broader cosmopolitan imaginary of Turkish television drama. Recent research has
shown that Turkish series often articulate urban, secular, and westernized lifestyles while
simultaneously negotiating Turkish values, religion, class, gender, and identity (Tahrali et
al., 2023). Love 101 can therefore be interpreted not as a simple adoption of Western teen-
drama conventions but as a culturally situated reworking of them, in which youth dissent,
friendship, and romantic experimentation remain embedded in local negotiations of
authority, respectability, and collective practices. Here, gender relations become explicit
sites of political learning, through which young people confront institutional constraints and
social conformity. Crucially, resistance is never framed as individual rebellion but as
collective endurance, and affective resilience seems grounded in relational competence.
This model challenges Western narratives that privilege autonomy and self-realization as
the primary markers of youth politics. Instead, Love 101 foregrounds what may be described
as a relational politics of becoming, in which agency is exercised through negotiation,
avoiding direct collision. Female empowerment is present but circumscribed; masculinities
are pluralized but not fully deconstructed. The series thus exemplifies a form of cultural
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compromise that neither fully rejects nor fully embraces Western liberal ideals, illustrating
how youth politics may unfold within, rather than against, normative structures.

From progress to decadence: Western-coded modernity and affective collapse — The
Russian case can be better understood within the broader trajectory of post-Soviet television
narratives, where global genres are often appropriated to negotiate tensions between
local/Soviet cultural codes and capitalist or globalized models of modernity (Prokhorova,
2010). In this sense, Sparta does not simply reproduce a Western teen-thriller grammar but
reworks it through a dystopian imaginary of social disintegration, surveillance, and moral
collapse. This is particularly relevant given the centrality of school settings in Russian
audiovisual narratives as spaces where broader anxieties about youth, authority, violence,
and social transformation are staged (Fedorov et al., 2019). The videogame at the center of
Sparta thus becomes more than a narrative device: it condenses a world in which freedom
without norms turns into coercion, hierarchy, gendered violence, and affective depletion,
reflecting broader concerns about the erosion of social norms and humanistic values in
contemporary Russian media representations (Fedorov et al., 2019).

Extreme asymmetries, violence, and affective exhaustion mark gender relations. Youth
is no longer imagined as a space of transformative potential but as a population trapped
within systems that hollow out both political agency, free will, and affective capacity.
Importantly, Sparta reconfigures the perceived origins of this collapse. Unlike many Western
dystopian narratives that locate social decay in traditional authoritarianism or cultural
backwardness, Sparta implicates Western-coded ideologies as contributing factors to moral
and emotional disintegration. In this sense, the Russian representation in Sparta does not
position itself as an alternative modernity but rather as a dystopian mirror that renders the
West's own contradictions visible. Gender relations function here as technologies of
governance that produce not empowerment but affective depletion, disciplining youth into
forms of relational closure devoid of reparative potential.

Implications: affective governmentality and the platformization of soft power

Taken together, the three series articulate distinct affective worlds through which young
audiences encounter different configurations of intimacy, gender, and power. Rather than
converging toward a single global model of youth politics, they generate a spectrum of
affective regimes ranging from disciplined harmony to negotiated solidarity and affective
collapse. Analyzed through a de-Westernizing perspective and a soft power framework,
these productions show how gender, emotions, and relational norms may circulate as
culturally situated imaginaries within platformized media environments.
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We can discuss how none of the TV shows under analysis embraces a ‘hegemonic’
reading (Hall 1980) that aligns with the Western perspective on gender and intimacy.
Instead, TV shows can be read as symbolic articulations of broader political imaginaries.

The Turkish audiovisual product seems to operate on a negotiated reading, incorporating
elements of Western values and meanings while blending them with a highly localized,
culturally situated plot and character development. The Russian TV show, set in a dystopian
context, clearly constructs an oppositional interpretation: recognizing and acknowledging
Western modernity yet reversing its effects, turning progress into decadence. Lastly, the
Chinese cultural product can also be read in relation to China’s positioning as a ‘new’ Other
within Western imaginaries. Narratives from A Love So Beautiful do not engage with
Western perspectives, values, or meanings, nor do they seem to acknowledge them. The
show builds and presents a model of teenage romance and gender themes with Chinese
characteristics, normalizing for Western publics a different vision of everyday life that
combines respect for rules, discipline, and gender-related norms in the name of a higher
collective social harmony, while resonating with Western fairy tales.

In light of these, three fundamental implications arise. First, the exploratory study
underscores the necessity of evaluating audiovisual serial products independently of
Western gender-emancipatory ideals, situating them within local specific socio-cultural and
political contexts. Otherwise, such frameworks risk reproducing epistemic hierarchies that
obscure the political work performed by alternative affective and relational configurations.

Second, the analysis foregrounds the realms of gender and intimacy as crucial sites for
understanding political models. Rather than treating romance, friendship, and emotional
norms as secondary or private domains, these series demonstrate how intimate relations
function as central spaces of political socialization and governance.

Finally, the findings contribute to ongoing debates on soft power in the age of
platformization. Netflix does not merely globalize local content; it also serves as a mediating
infrastructure for the circulation of affective norms, political sensibilities, and imaginaries.

By de-Westernizing the analytical gaze on youth, gender, and relationality, this study
demonstrates how political meaning is often produced in subtle forms embedded within
emotional and everyday experience. Rather than offering solutions to the contemporary
crises of masculinity and femininity in Western public discourse, these series render visible
the various - and often underexplored - affective infrastructures through which gender and
relational power could be lived, negotiated, or endured outside the West. In doing so,
viewers could be invited to reflect on multiple proposals of modernity declined through
intimacy, relational experience, and affective processes.
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Conclusion. De-Westernizing or Subsuming Non-Western Emotional
Regimes?

This study examined how gender relations are narrated in three television series produced
in non-Western contexts and distributed through Netflix Italy. Through the analysis of A Love
So Beautiful (China), Love 101 (Turkey), and Sparta (Russia), the article has shown that
these series do more than represent cultural differences: they participate in the construction
of divergent emotional regimes, understood as configurations of gender roles, affect,
normativity, and relationality through which youthful subjectivities are oriented and made
culturally intelligible at home and abroad (Spalletta & De Rosa, 2025).

The findings suggest that these affective regimes do not converge toward dominant
Western liberal models of youth empowerment grounded in expressivity, sexual freedom,
and individual autonomy. While such models remain internally diverse and contested, the
series analyzed advance alternative configurations of youth politics that prioritize emotional
moderation, relational negotiation, or, in dystopian form, affective collapse.

This study’s primary contribution lies in demonstrating that gender and inter-gender
relations function not merely as sites of cultural representation but as emergent political
infrastructures of soft power. Through affective narratives centered on intimacy, solidarity,
and emotional regulation, non-Western cultural products circulating on Western platforms
contribute to the production of alternative political imaginaries that challenge the normative
centrality of the Western affective regime.

While the findings are necessarily exploratory and limited to three Netflix-distributed
series, they point to several promising directions for further research. Future studies could
extend the analysis beyond representational dynamics to examine how audiences receive,
interpret, and re-semanticize these emotional regimes. A digital ethnography of mainstream
platforms - encompassing online forums, social media groups, and user-generated content
on YouTube and TikTok - would also allow for an examination of how young viewers
appropriate these narratives within the contexts of everyday life. In-depth interviews,
particularly with fan communities, could further illuminate how gender norms and relational
models circulate transnationally and intersect with lived youth experiences.

A complementary line of inquiry would focus on the structural and algorithmic dimensions
of streaming platforms: a critical examination of NetflixX's recommendation systems,
categorization practices, and distribution logics could clarify the extent to which non-Western
imaginaries are amplified, normalized, or marginalized within global media ecologies and
the market-driven dynamics behind such processes. Such an approach would also help
specify how platform infrastructures mediate the visibility and decoding processes of
‘othered’ perspectives.

In conclusion, this study highlights the complex entanglement between Western platform
capitalism and transnational cultural production. It shows how representations of gender and
relationality simultaneously expose asymmetries embedded in contemporary power
discourses and open new spaces for the negotiation and circulation of alternative options of
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affective governmentalities beyond Western and Eurocentric visions. Reflecting on
platforms and the de-Westernization of imaginaries ultimately reveals how platform
economies tend to subsume diverse forms of emotionality - blurring audiences’ perceptual
boundaries between Western and non-Western models of modernity - in ways that can be
functional to the affective economic dimension with which they sustain themselves (Boccia
Artieri, Farci 2020; Boler, Davis 2021; Sharma, Tygstrup 2015). At the same time, these
dynamics underscore the political significance of gender and intimacy as a key arena of
symbolic struggle through which contemporary politics proposes, confronts, and reimagines
a geopolitical panorama grounded in multipolar modernities.
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Notes

" To make the dataset comparable, the authors considered only Season 1 of Love 1017.

2 Before the release of Love 101, pre-release online claims suggested that Osman would be portrayed as an
LGBTQI+ character, triggering criticism from RTUK and conservative actors in Turkey. AKP deputy chair
Mahir Unal later stated that the original script included a homosexual character named Osman; in the
released version, however, Osman has no explicit LGBT+ storyline and remains single in the first season.
See: Duvar English; Reuters; Turkish Minute.

3 The coding themes of ‘sociocultural and educational context’ and ‘stereotypes and de-westernization’ are
presented in the textual explanation of findings and in the discussion section.
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