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Abstract 

The internet has changed how female films are made, distributed, and seen.  Sites like Netflix, 

Hulu, and Amazon Prime are very important for fighting gender stereotypes and pushing 

representations of womanhood and gender identity that are intersectional.  These platforms 

have made it easier for feminist content to be shared and have changed how stories are told, 

consumed, and talked about.  This review looks at feminist stories in streaming media by 

looking at gender politics, new ways of telling stories, and how the audience interacts with the 

stories.  We look at how feminist directors and producers fight patriarchal stereotypes by telling 

stories that don't follow a straight line, giving characters’ complex backstories, and using 

multiple forms of storytelling.  It also looks at how fans and social media have brought people 

into feminist conversations.  The piece looks at a few problems that have been ignored.  Some 

examples are algorithmic biases that make it impossible to find feminist content, the 

commercialization of feminist ideals, and platforms that use feminist branding without giving 

credit to the people who work on them.  Even though it's said that everyone is welcome, women 

of color, LGBTQ+ people, and disabled artists are still underrepresented.  This review makes 

the case for a better understanding of feminist digital storytelling and a more deliberate 

approach to variety and fairness in streaming media.  It shows how important it is to keep doing 

critical work to make sure that female stories do well in the digital age. 

Key Words: Feminist storytelling, streaming platforms, gender representation, algorithmic 

bias, media inclusivity 

 

1. Introduction 

Since its start in the 1970s, feminist film theory has consistently criticized the male structures 

in film stories that make women's experiences and points of view less important [1]. With the 

rise of streaming media, the creation, sharing, and reading of feminist stories have changed a 
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lot, opening up new ways for different views and stories to grow [2]. Streaming services like 

Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon Prime have made it easier for anyone to make material, which 

means that more feminist stories can reach people around the world [3]. This change has made 

it easier for popular media to talk about complicated topics like intersectionality, gender 

identity, and systemic oppression [4]. For example, the Netflix show Unbelievable (2019) 

shows sexual attack survivors in a more complex way, questioning common victim stories and 

drawing attention to problems with the way institutions work [5, 6].  

Even so, this way of governing leads to newer issues and problems. Because of biases in their 

algorithms, streaming services sometimes misplace feminist work, making it harder for people 

to come across [7]. Because some TV shows profit from feminist ideas, people often wonder 

if these issues are handled seriously and sincerely [8]. Often, “marketable feminism” causes 

filmmakers to create shallow scenes that don’t match real feminism [9, 10].  In addition, 

because of the internet, it is now more difficult for less popular ideas in feminism to have a 

voice. Even as there is more chance to bring in diverse stories, women of color, LGBTQ+ 

individuals and people from various backgrounds are kept from being equal participants and 

shown in streaming media. For this reason, we must pay close attention to how digital platforms 

work to ensure that all feminist stories are treated equally and fairly [11, 12]. 

The article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” by Laura Mulvey which was published in 

1975 published in 2016 [13], is where the story starts. For many years, people conducted 

feminist film studies by this set of principles. Kimberlé Crenshaw wrote in the 1990s about 

how difficulty in challenging oppression can be caused by holding many different social 

identities [14]. Throughout this era, more room was made for films by independent feminist 

filmmakers, especially women of color and queer artists, to tell stories about more individuals. 

What they did enabled us to have the range of digital storytelling we enjoy today [15-17].  

Since Netflix's streaming service came out in 2007, things have been shared and watched in 

different ways [18].  This was a turning point for media access and the democratic creation of 

content [19]. The #MeToo movement and digital tools that made it easier for people to speak 

out against violence against women which made 2017 a year of cultural change [20, 21]. 

Because of this, streaming services have gone back to stories that are riskier and more socially 

aware. New movies "Unbelievable" and "I May Destroy You" came out in 2019 and were 

praised for their honest portrayals of trauma, consent, and systematic failure through creative, 

character-driven storytelling [22, 23]. From 2020 to 2022, streaming services like Netflix saw 
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a lot of foreign feminist content, such as Sex Education (UK) [24] and AlRawabi School for 

Girls (Jordan) [25]. This happened at the same time as the rise of "marketable feminism," in 

which feminist aesthetics were used to boost brand appeal [26]. Finally, in 2023 and 2024, 

academic critiques brought to light how algorithms were stifling feminist content and 

performative allyship. This led to new calls for real inclusion and fairness in the digital media 

environment [27]. This timeline (figure 1) shows the success and ongoing problems that have 

affected feminist film stories in the digital age. It also shows the order of important events in 

feminist film stories that are available online. It shows basic ideas, changes in culture, and new 

problems that are coming up. 

 

 

Figure 1: Timeline of the evolution of feminist cinematic narratives in streaming media [13, 

28-32]. 

 

Even though feminist stories in the media have come a long way, especially on streaming 

services, there are still big differences between men and women in the media as a whole. As 

the main creators and subjects of media, men are overwhelmingly dominant in all forms, 

including TV shows, paper journalism, online content, and wire services [33]. This imbalance 

keeps news and stories told through a narrow lens, which leaves women's points of view out 

and reinforces patriarchal rules [34, 35]. Systemic underrepresentation of women not only 

makes it harder for different views to be heard, but it also hurts efforts to tell stories in the 

public sphere that are fair and include everyone [36].  Figure 2 shows very clearly how these 

persistent differences in gender portrayal show up in important parts of the media. Men 

dominate media visibility, accounting for 60–65% of appearances in evening broadcasts, print, 

internet, and wire services, while women consistently make up only 35–40%. This imbalance 

underscores the ongoing marginalization of women’s voices in mainstream media. 
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Figure 2: Gender disparities in media representation across various platforms [37]. 

 

2. Reframing Gender Politics in Streaming Media 

Subversion of Traditional Gender Norms 

As streaming services have become more popular, they have completely changed how gender 

norms are questioned and shown in modern media. Unlike the old Hollywood model, which 

often put women in passive parts or used them as objects in stories dominated by men [13, 38], 

streaming services give creators more freedom and room to be creative in order to reimagine 

and fight patriarchal ideas. This change has made it possible for more feminist media to focus 

on women as complicated agents of action, resistance, and change [39, 40]. 

Hulu’s The Handmaid’s Tale (started in 2017) is an excellent film adaptation of Margaret 

Atwood’s dystopian story [41]. All of the action takes place in a highly-controlled government 

which denies women any freedom, focusing on how the female characters suffer under this 

regime [42]. In June/Offred’s story, internal struggle, clever actions and the influence of a 

group are used to keep people from being objectified [43]. With tough lighting, tight framing 

and meaningful costumes, the show turns away from the sexualized way filmmakers often 

approach women in films. They connect better with a trauma-informed feminist view that 

highlights power balance, rather than using it to their own advantage [44]. 

In much the same way, Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black (2013–2019) challenges traditional 

gender norms through its group of imprisoned women. You’ll find characters from a mix of 
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racial, sexual and socioeconomic backgrounds in the show [45]. By focusing on transphobia, 

family problems and overall neglect, her story breaks new ground in the way transgender 

people are covered in discussions about feminism [46]. 

Still, people continue to point out problems in these types of shows. Some say that ‘The 

Handmaid’s Tale’ places more attention on the lives of white, cisgender women than on the 

lives of women of color throughout the broader narrative [47]. It has also been claimed that 

‘Orange Is the New Black’ turns trauma into a selling point by repeating scenes of abuse and 

violence without often opposing the broken system. Clearly, the interests of feminists and 

streaming businesses are often at odds. As a result, people ask if feminist portrayals in popular 

media are honest and complete [48]. 

 

Intersectionality and Inclusive Representation 

Feminist stories on streaming services have come a long way, but intersectionality is still often 

ignored or reduced to a prop. Kimberlé Crenshaw came up with the word "intersectionality" in 

1989 to describe how people are oppressed on more than one level because of their race, class, 

gender, sexual orientation, or ability. True intersectional representation not only includes these 

groups, but also gives them a place in the story where they make sense [49]. 

For example, FX's Pose (2018–2021), which is available all over the world on Netflix, focuses 

on the lives of Black and Latinx transgender women in New York's dance scene in the 1980s 

and 1990s [50]. The show is groundbreaking because it casts transgender actors in transgender 

parts, which doesn't happen very often in mainstream media. Pose uses characters like Blanca 

and Elektra to talk about things like healthcare inequality, fighting AIDS, and different family 

systems. This is an example of intersectional feminist storytelling [51]. This amount of 

representation is still the exception, though, not the rule. A lot of shows that try to include 

people from underrepresented groups end up stereotyping, making the characters seem strange, 

or giving them minor parts. Also, disabled women, Muslim women, and people of Indigenous 

descent are still glaringly missing from most mainstream feminist stories around the world 

[52]. 
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Table 1: Representation of Gender and Intersectionality in Streaming Content [24, 48, 51, 53, 

54] 

Series Title Platform Gender 

Norm 

Subversion 

Intersectional 

Representation 

Critical Gaps or 

Limitations 

The 

Handmaid’s 

Tale 

Hulu Strong Limited (focus on 

white feminism) 

Underrepresentation of 

women of color 

Orange Is the 

New Black 

Netflix Strong Moderate (trans, 

queer identities) 

Traumatic storytelling; 

lack of narrative balance 

Pose FX/Netflix Moderate Strong (trans 

women of color, 

queer POC) 

Largely historical; few 

similar current examples 

Sex 

Education 

Netflix Moderate Moderate (queer, 

non-binary, racial 

identities) 

Intersectionality 

sometimes used as a 

subplot device 

AlRawabi 

School for 

Girls 

Netflix Emerging Limited (Middle 

Eastern context) 

Lacks intersection of 

class and sexuality in 

narrative 

 

3. Innovative Storytelling Techniques in the Digital Era 

Streaming platforms change the way people usually watch media, but they also make room for 

more experimental and inclusive story frameworks. This is especially helpful for female 

stories, which have usually been limited by straight-forward, male-centered plots. Creators in 

the digital space are encouraged to use non-traditional formats, like non-linear timelines, 

fragmented narratives, and multi-platform interaction, to tell stories that better show how 

complicated identity, trauma, and agency are [55] 

 

Non-Linear and Fragmented Storytelling 

Traditional storytelling often relies on a beginning-middle-end structure, focusing on character 

development from a stable, typically masculine perspective. However, feminist narratives 
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benefit from formats that mirror the nonlinear and multifaceted nature of lived experience [56]. 

Non-Linear and Fragmented Storytelling key features includes [57]; 

• Disruption of chronological time 

• Use of memory, loops, and disorientation to mirror trauma 

• Emphasis on character interiority and psychological realism 

Examples: 

• Russian Doll (Netflix, 2019): Death, rebirth and the unhealed wounds of the past are 

explored by using a time loop as a narrative form. The way Nadia keeps rising from the 

dead is used to describe facing family hardships and transforming personally [58]. 

• I May Destroy You (HBO, 2020): Created by Michaela Coel, the show shifts its 

timeline to present the results of a sexual assault. Thanks to its fragmented form, the 

novel includes room for uncertainty, ways for survivors to act and a journey to healing 

that follows its own path [59]. 

These formats not only deepen emotional resonance but also reject traditional narrative closure 

aligning with feminist principles that resist patriarchal storytelling norms. 

 

Transmedia Storytelling and Audience Engagement 

A transmedia story is told simultaneously on platforms such as social media, podcasts, online 

forums and web articles. It involves viewers by inviting them to relate to feminist principles in 

the real world. The benefits of feminist narratives can be [60]; 

• Builds community and conversation around critical issues 

• Promotes social advocacy (e.g., mental health, gender-based violence) 

• Decentralizes content control, allowing marginalized voices to contribute 

Example: 

• 13 Reasons Why (Netflix, 2017–2020): While controversial, the show strategically 

used Instagram, Twitter, and dedicated mental health resource sites to engage audiences 

on issues like sexual assault, bullying, and depression. Its transmedia reach amplified 

public discourse and brought previously stigmatized topics into mainstream 

conversation [61]. 

These changes to the way stories are told are more than just artistic choices; they are political 

acts. Feminist writers and artists emphasize subjectivity, complexity, and defiance by 
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questioning common ways of telling stories [62].  Figure 3 shows two of the most innovative 

ways to tell a story in feminist streaming narratives: transmedia storytelling and non-linear 

narrative. On the left, shows like Russian Doll and I May Destroy You use broken up, non-

linear plots to look at issues like trauma, identity, and strength. The plots of these shows aren't 

always linear, and they make viewers think more deeply about what they're seeing, which leads 

to moderate viewer involvement. On the right, 13 Reasons Why is an example of transmedia 

storytelling, which means that the story goes beyond the show and into social media, online 

tools, and public conversation. By letting people interact with the material on different 

platforms, this method greatly increases viewer engagement, making it high. Figure 3 shows a 

visual comparison of these approaches and shows how they change how the audience interacts 

with the story and how feminist stories are told. 

 

Figure 3: Innovative Storytelling Techniques in the Digital Era (Adoptive from [63]) 
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4. Audience Engagement and Participatory Culture 

Empowerment Through Participatory Culture 

With the growth of digital media, we have experienced participatory culture which Henry 

Jenkins (2006) introduced as a key concept. In this culture, audiences are no longer just passive 

consumers, but also take part in making, interpreting, and spreading material [64]. This change 

is very important for feminist media because it gives underrepresented voices the chance to 

change stories, question popular ideas, and create communities that support each other [65]. 

Streaming feminist shows like "I May Destroy You" and "Sex Education" often start lively 

talks on social media sites like Twitter, Reddit, and TikTok. People can talk about episodes, 

think about how they apply to their own lives, and share feminist criticisms or fan-made content 

like memes, remixes, or digital art on these platforms. These kinds of actions give media more 

life and meaning outside of screens, leading to community-driven views that have deeper 

cultural and political meaning [66]. 

This idea of participation is shown by campaigns like #MeToo and #TimesUp. Even though 

these movements weren't started by specific media texts, they grew through widespread 

participation online and were boosted by the inclusion of feminist stories in popular TV shows 

and films [67, 68]. These campaigns show how digital platforms can bring together large 

groups of people around feminist problems. This shows a big shift in media power from 

producers to audiences. In this setting, viewers become social change agents who can hold 

institutions responsible and give a voice to those who aren't being heard [69]. 

 

Challenges of Algorithmic Bias and Content Visibility 

In spite of the promise of participation, the way digital platforms are built often makes it harder 

for female media to be seen [70]. The algorithms that help people find new videos on sites like 

YouTube, Netflix, Instagram, and TikTok are usually set up to promote interest, retention, or 

virality, not equality or diversity [71]. This makes an environment where sensationalist or 

emotionally upsetting (often sexist) content is favoured, while complex, feminist stories are 

often pushed to the bottom of the list or ignored [72]. New research [73-75] shows that feminist 

stories don't always get a lot of attention unless they fit with popular culture or are written in a 

way that appeals to most people. For instance, shows like Unbelievable and I May Destroy You 

that are completely honest about sexual violence might not be pushed as much as lighter, more 

typical dramas, even though they get good reviews and are important to society. [76] 
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This problem is made even more difficult by the fact that it's not always clear how algorithms 

work. Many times, both creators and viewers don't know why certain content is suggested or 

"shadowbanned" [77]. Content that is feminist and criticises capitalism, colonialism, or gender 

roles might be marked as "controversial," which would mean that fewer people would see it. 

These factors make power differences worse, where corporate interests control what people see 

in culture and radical feminist material stays on the edges or as a token [78, 79]. Also, 

algorithmic echo chambers can keep feminist communities separate, which makes it hard for 

progressive media to become part of popular conversation. Niche groups may do well in small 

areas, but most people still don't have as much access to the wide range of feminist ideas and 

stories that are available on digital platforms [80, 81]. 

 

5. Commodification of Feminism in Streaming Media 

Feminism as a Marketable Aesthetic 

Streaming services have started to use "marketable feminism" in recent years. This is a type of 

feminist message that looks good, fits with brands, and is safe for most people to read [26]. 

This feminism doesn't usually criticise patriarchy, capitalism, or intersectional oppression in a 

very direct way and instead, it cleans up, depoliticizes, and makes things look better to fit 

business goals [82, 83]. Streaming services like Netflix and Amazon Prime often have shows 

with female stars, messages of empowerment, or casting that includes everyone. On the other 

hand, these factors are often found at the surface [3]. Some TV shows, like Emily in Paris or 

Girlboss, may encourage women to be independent or ambitious, but they don't talk about 

social inequality, workplace discrimination, or the relationships between races and classes [84]. 

Because of this, feminism is used as a brand-building tool to show progressive ideals without 

upsetting the status quo [85]. It has the following key concerns; 

• Empowerment as a lifestyle product (e.g., "strong female lead" marketed without 

political substance) [86]. 

• Merchandising and social media campaigns that co-opt feminist language without 

action [87]. 

• Erasure of complex feminist histories in favor of simplified, Instagram-friendly 

narratives [88]. 
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This style of feminism might make people feel welcome, but it doesn't always have the harsh 

criticism needed to fight deeply rooted inequality. It could turn feminist action into something 

that can be bought and sold, taking away from its historical roots and political importance [89]. 

 

The Risk of Performative Allyship 

Closely tied to the commodification of feminist narratives is the growing issue of performative 

allyship in streaming media when platforms, creators, or corporations publicly align 

themselves with feminist causes to gain cultural capital or brand appeal, but fail to enact 

meaningful, structural change behind the scenes. This performative stance results in a curated 

image of progressiveness that often misleads audiences while undermining genuine 

representation and equity [90-92].  

Typically, in poorly done performative allyship, streaming projects bring in a single woman of 

color, LGBTQ+ person or character with a disability, but without giving them important roles. 

Such characters are often used to represent something rather than to build a true character image 

[93]. Another technique is to inject feminist points into stories, but they are not linked to any 

major political criticism. As an illustration, a show might present a monologue on gender pay 

differences but doesn’t address sexism in its main story [94]. Besides that, online platforms 

introduce themed collections or months (such as “Women’s Empowerment” or “Strong Women 

Stories”) mainly as a way to boost marketing and not to support equity in their hiring, decision-

making or story-telling. 

The people behind Orange Is the New Black were praised for working together on a diverse 

show, but the same group was still criticized for unequal treatment and money given to those 

who came from poorer backgrounds [95]. It’s clear from this difference between brand talk and 

company practice that there is a major problem with performative feminism. Sarah Banet-

Weiser (2018) notes in Empowered that when feminism is promoted by businesses it can go 

side by side with systems that continue to exclude and hurt women [96]. Although media outlets 

may share feminist values through their marketing, the major systems and traditions in the 

industry are usually still oriented by patriarchy, racialism and capitalism. Because of this, 

people are now asking more about those who purport to be factual, who holds them accountable 

and whether the audience can trust them [97, 98]. Today, many viewers are able to tell when 

companies claim to support diversity, but in reality, they don’t. Failing to consistently hire 

women and non-binary employees, respect stories from minorities or ensure equal pay can 
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cause feminism to be regarded as a simple marketing trick, instead of an important framework 

to progress [99]. Three levels of feminist representation in streaming material are shown in 

figure 4, Tokenism, Performative Allyship, and Transformative Feminism. In each area, a show 

like Orange Is the New Black, Girlboss, or I May Destroy You is used as an example, along 

with a few words that describe how feminist the show is and how real it is. 

 

Figure 4: The Feminism Spectrum in Streaming Media [91, 100, 101]. 

 

6. Discussion 

A big and growing worry in feminist media studies is that feminism is being turned into a 

product in streaming media. Some scholars [9, 26, 102, 103] say that the rise of marketable or 

popular feminism has turned feminist ideas into things that can be bought and looked at instead 

of political models that can change things. Banet-Weiser (2018) says that just because feminist 

characters and themes are well known does not mean that feminists actually do feminist things 

[104]. Instead, feminism is often mixed with capitalist marketing strategies, creating a form of 

strength that is acceptable, not political, and ultimately good for businesses. This trend, called 

"commodity feminism," lets streaming services show off their progressive identity without 

really challenging patriarchal structures [105, 106]. 

This criticism is clearly shown by the way the streaming industry promotes curated collections 

like "Strong Women Leads" or by the fact that female characters who are only there to be a plot 

device are often given narrative agency or depth [107]. Girlboss is a good example of how 
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feminist branding can take over marketing stories, even though the show itself doesn't do any 

intersectional or structural analysis [108]. This difference between how feminists look and how 

politically active they are is part of a larger trend in the media to use feminism as a symbol 

rather than accepting its core criticisms of inequality, capitalism, and systemic oppression 

[109]. At the same time, the problem of performative allyship makes these dynamics stronger. 

Performative allyship is when people show support for disadvantaged groups, usually during 

highly charged times, without making the changes to the system that are needed to really help 

those groups [32, 93]. This is especially clear in shows like Orange Is the New Black, where 

the positive portrayal of women and LGBTQ people on screen is very different from reports of 

unfair pay and lack of creative power that happen off-screen. The look of success in this case 

hides deeper patterns of exclusion [46]. 

Also, media organisations often use feminist language to protect their reputations, making it 

look like they support women's rights while still having internal hierarchies that keep women, 

especially women of colour, from making decisions [110]. When this happens, people are more 

likely to criticise what Banet-Weiser (2018) calls "popular feminism", which a version of 

feminism that is nice to the media and doesn't fight against systemic forms of violence. Instead 

of making institutions more accountable, performative actions can slow down deeper reform 

by meeting public demands for change on a purely symbolic level [76, 96, 104]. Feminist media 

studies as a whole calls for structural accountability and ethical involvement, and these 

criticisms are part of that call [111]. Scharff [112] says that neoliberal media environments 

often package feminist rhetoric in ways that make it seem more about the individual and less 

about group battles or history. They run the risk of turning feminism into a way of life instead 

of a political force that changes things. This article shows a spectrum from tokenism to 

transformative feminism. It shows not only the variety of representation but also how important 

it is to look at how feminist ideals are lived out in stories and in institutions [112]. 

 

7. Conclusion 

The growth of feminist movie stories in streaming media shows how gender, identity, and 

power are shown and understood in a very different way. Streaming services have made room 

for more diverse, complicated, and inclusive portrayals. Non-linear structures, intersectional 

characters, and active audience participation have helped feminist stories thrive. But along with 

these improvements, there are also some big problems. Feminism is becoming more and more 
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like a product, performative allyship is becoming more popular, and automated systems make 

it hard for feminist media to be seen. If content is based on market trends instead of political 

belief, something that seems progressive on the surface may still make things more unequal. 

Also, representation without structural change could lead to a kind of symbolic feminism that 

serves branding more than it does justice. To go beyond marketing and showy content, 

streaming platforms must not only show feminist content but also commit to fair practices 

behind the scenes. For example, they should hire people from all backgrounds, pay everyone 

the same, and invest in diverse authors for the long term. It's important for feminist media to 

have meaning in the future, not just be seen. For streaming media to really be a place for 

change, feminist values need to be put at the centre of both the content and the way the industry 

works. That's the only way for these stories to really help change culture and connect people 

with the real-life situations they're trying to show. 
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