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Introduction 
Despite its global status as one of the most popular and powerful video streaming services, the emergence of Netflix, and specifically Netflix’s move into original content production, draws some notable parallels with the emergence of indie film culture during the 1990s. Netflix’s positioning of itself as alternative and disruptive to modes of production and distribution that have gone before further aligns it with an indie sensibility. Indie culture is broadly associated with a desire for non-mainstream voices, sentiments and innovations, all things that Netflix has laid claim to since its move into original production. That the company exists and has expanded significantly outside of the financial ownership and investment of the major media conglomerates, that it is closely associated with the internet and new modes of audience engagement and consumption, and with major filmmakers such as Steven Spielberg and Christopher Nolan having made disparaging comments about the service, Netflix is culturally positioned as something alternative, and at odds with traditional screen media. In 2013 Netflix’s chief content officer, Ted Sarandos, described the platform as an ‘indie darling’ and suggested that the future of independent production was in television (Sarandos 2013). The off-beat and sometimes challenging subject matter, the connotations of quality, and the character-driven narratives that have come to be associated with Netflix Originals not only justify the need for subscription, but also suggest similar levels of affluence and discernment among Netflix subscribers and the audience demographic for specialty film that Newman identified in his study of US indie cinema (2011: 2).

However, Netflix’s relationship with indie film and television is also underpinned by economic interest and data analytics much more than a particular commitment to or belief in the politics and ideals of independence. This chapter considers Netflix’s positioning as an alternative space to the mainstream, something it shares with indie film and television. Focusing on Netflix Original G.L.O.W (2017-19), which offers a fictionalised account of the beginning of the Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling on US television, it considers the ways in which this series embodies indie’s deviation from the ‘glossy mainstream.’[endnoteRef:1] The series focuses on female wrestlers at a time when they were considered ‘mere sideshows in the sport’ (Flemming 2017a) and is driven by the characters (inside and outside of the ring) who captivated a niche but dedicated fanbase. Set during the 1980s, the series captures the social, cultural, and political climate in which the desire for alternative, indie narratives emerged. This chapter will analyse, critique and question the aesthetic, narrative and production choices that align Netflix more broadly, and GLOW specifically, with the concept of indie TV. Considering the space given in GLOW to diverse minority voices as well as the series’ engagement with discourses of race and gender, this chapter will draw conclusions as to whether the series, and the streaming platform more broadly, takes its engagement with discourses of independence beyond the level of aesthetics.  [1:  For clarity, throughout this chapter the Netflix Original will be referred to as GLOW and the fictionalised series depicted will be referred to as ‘Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling.’ ] 


Netflix: An Indie Darling?
In his keynote address at the 2013 Open Film Industry (FIND) Forum, Netflix’s Chief Content Officer and co-CEO Ted Sarandos suggested that the future of independent production would happen on television (Sarandos 2013). Positioning Netflix as a ‘champion for independent cinema’ and an ‘indie darling’ (ibid.), Sarandos outlined the benefits that platforms like Netflix can offer to independent productions that would otherwise ‘open quickly and disappear from single screens in New York and LA’ (ibid.). As well as a compatible institutional logic (Hadida et al 2020), Sarandos’ positioning of Netflix as an innovator working to tackle the problems of theatrical distribution in indie cinema and against the grain of mainstream film and television production discursively aligned the streaming service with the independent companies that emerged in the early 1990s to challenge Hollywood hegemony: 
because HBO did not want foreign language movies and documentaries, we were able to bring great movies like Susanne Bier’s first movie Open Hearts (2002), Guillermo del Torro’s Pan’s Labyrinth (2006), and the Oscar nominated La Vie en Rose (Dahan 2007) to Netflix’s streaming windows about ten years before any of the other studio movies were hitting the site (Sarandos 2013).[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Hadida et al (2020) discuss commitment vs convenience logics. They argue that traditional Hollywood studios make decision regarding production and distribution based on a commitment institutional logic, categorised by ‘decision making heuristics that focus their attention on theatrical release and box-office intakes’ (n.p). Netflix, in contrast, operates according to a convenience institutional logic, which is ‘the product of advanced data analytics to increase subscriptions’ and ‘the need to drive online traffic by providing users with an extensive catalogue of movies’ (Hadid et al 2020: 213).] 


Netflix’s move into original content production with House of Cards (HOC) in 2013 (- 2018) exemplifies its innovative and disruptive approach, particularly with regard to established modes of television production. After Netflix bought the rights to the series in 2011, the first two episodes of HOC, produced by independent company Media Rights Capital (MRC), were screened at the Cannes Film Festival in 2012. The subject matter of the series, a tense and convoluted political thriller based on a BBC miniseries that had in turn been adapted from a novel, was seen as a risk in terms of audience reception (Pomerantz 2013). However, unlike the other major networks in a position to bid for the series, the extensive data collected by Netflix about its users and their viewing habits indicated that there was an audience for this type of drama. The New York Times reported on the commissioning process: 
Ted Sarandos, a fan of the original, did what Netflix executives tend to do: he looked at the data. He found that Mr. Spacey and Mr. Fincher’s films were pretty popular among subscribers to Netflix’s streaming service. So were […] TV shows in the category called ‘political thrillers.’ And […] the DVDs of the original mini-series were popular among subscribers to the company’s DVD-by-mail service (Stelter 2013).

With the potential for a receptive audience clearly established, Netflix outbid networks such as HBO (Bond 2011a) to secure the rights to HOC and, eschewing the traditional ‘pilot’ model for new television series, commissioned two thirteen-episode series with a budget in excess of $100m (Roxborough 2012).  Although it has been normalised in the years since HOC premiered on Netflix, the decision to ‘drop’ all thirteen episodes of Season 1 at once was both revolutionary and risky at the time. In 2011 an unnamed network executive was quoted in The Hollywood Reporter as saying ‘to commit as much as they did on a show that hasn’t shot anything yet is a bad idea’ (Bond 2011b: 11). However, Beau Willimon, HOC showrunner, asserted with confidence and more than a little prescience, that ‘this is the future […] TV will not be TV in five years from now […] [sic] everyone will be streaming’ (quoted in Roxborough 2012). Although traditional broadcast television has proven more resilient than perhaps Willimon anticipated, the paradigmatic shift initiated by Netflix’s approach to HOC and to original programming more generally is difficult to overstate. 

Discussing this strategy in his FIND keynote, Sarandos explained how a platform like Netflix is ideally situated to absorb the risks inherent to television production that had previously discouraged independent producers: ‘if you put all the money in producing a TV show and you get a pilot on the air and it gets cancelled right away, there is no economic model for that’ (Sarandos 2013). Netflix’s commitment to ordering series directly to season aims to mitigate this risk by guaranteeing that ‘this show’s going to get made and it’s going to get released and it’s going to be watched’ (ibid.). In exchange, Netflix expects producers to come to the company with a fully realised proposal that sets out the series’ trajectory over three to five years and ideally already has some big names attached, which could alienate small scale indie creators (ibid). However, Netflix’s longtail content model, encapsulating what Anderson calls ‘a market of multitudes’ (2007: 5), means that subscribers who stop watching one thing can simply choose something else from the platform’s extensive library. This means that taking a risk on a quirky, unknown or low budget independent production is unlikely to put subscribers off the platform entirely. 

Netflix’s apparent championing of independent production is therefore based less on a commitment to or belief in the value of independent film and television as an art form and more on the evidence of a likely audience and therefore profitable return on this kind of investment. Proclaiming a ‘golden age of television,’ Sarandos alleged that ‘some of the greatest writers, directors, and actors from the big screen’ had been seduced by the benefits of small screen production. As he put it:
‘long form TV gives writers the chance to flesh out super rich characters, very complex narratives, create worlds that the audience can lose themselves in for hours at a time or sometimes days at a time’ (Sarandos 2013).

As well as moving away from traditional modes of production, the characteristics of Netflix’s original content further aligns the streaming service with the aesthetics and themes of independence. Sarandos asserted that ‘character driven dramas are increasingly hard to sell to theatrical audiences and they are ironically in hottest demand on television’ (2013). Newman notes the centrality of character-driven narratives in distinguishing independent cinema from Hollywood (2011: 90), and it is this scope for longer form stories, rooted in character development, that has characterised some of Netflix’s biggest television hits, such as Bridgerton (2020-present) and Stranger Things (2016-present) . 

Interviewed in 2016 for the New York Times’s ‘Ask a Showrunner’ feature, Matt and Ross Duffer, creators of Stranger Things, discussed the increased scope offered by television to tell complex stories. Considering the supernatural themes present in Stranger Things Duffer explained why television was the brothers’ preferred format over film, stating that ‘If you’re doing a movie, the minute you put a monster in it, it becomes a horror movie […] you’re trying to get jump scares every six, seven minutes. You just don’t have time to spend with the characters’ (quoted in Cohen 2016).

Breaking away from the prescriptive parameters of a Hollywood supernatural horror film with Stranger Things, the longer form series allowed the Duffers to weave multiple genres into one complex narrative. The result is a murder mystery series blended with a supernatural thriller that is heavily rooted in nostalgia for 1980s popular culture. The Duffers also praised Netflix’s willingness to move away from the 22-episode season structure that is standard for most US television networks. Season 1 of Stranger Things consists of eight episodes, Season 2 consists of nine while Season 3 extends to eight. Season 4 began production in 2020 but was halted along with all other Netflix productions on 16th March 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Noting the difficulty in sustaining the cinematic characteristics that the Duffers aspire to with Stranger Things across 22 episodes, Ross Duffer noted: 
This is really the first time that I can think of in history that people are able to come up with a story and they’re able to go how long should this be? Should this be six hours? Should this be seven hours? Should this be eleven hours? And Netflix is very good at not dictating how many episodes it should be (quoted in Cohen 2016).[endnoteRef:3]  [3:  For further discussion of the issues around ‘cinematic’ television see Mills (2013).] 


This flexibility is also apparent in series such as Aziz Ansari’s Master of None (Netflix 2015 - present), in which episode lengths vary from 21 to 57 minutes (Ford 2019: 104). This rejection of rigidity in terms of both format and genre reflects what Newman categorises as a ‘lack of generic framework,’ which he identifies as ‘a significant part’ of the appeal of independent cinema (2011: 89). However, this is not to suggest that all Netflix Originals are freed from generic expectations. In an interview with Bloomberg BusinessWeek, Omar Sy who plays the lead role in Netflix Original Lupin (2020 - present) discussed the necessity of retaining and even emphasising the familiar structure of the heist genre for television (Leonard 2021). Adapted from stories and characters created by French novelist Maurice Leblanc, the first season of Lupin follows Parisian thief Assane Diop (played by Sy) and his complex scheme to steal a necklace worn by Marie Antoinette from the Louvre. 

Diop retains several recognisable characteristics of the typical heist genre protagonist. He is a career criminal who, despite his criminality, is humanised by his difficult relationship with his estranged wife and teenage son and motivated by something other than sheer greed; in this case Diop seeks to avenge his late father who was himself wrongfully accused of being a thief (Leonard 2021). In this way Diop can be read as ‘an updated version of the typical heist protagonist: a basically good man who believes he can go legit after pulling one more job,’ mirroring characters such as Ocean’s Eleven (Soderbergh, 2001) protagonist Danny Ocean (George Clooney) (ibid.).  Showrunner George Kay discussed the difference in pacing required for a multi-episode television format over a standalone film. Noting the necessity of ‘retrofitting the genre for the Netflix Era,’ Kay and Sy ‘agreed there should be at least one heist per episode in Lupin, and perhaps more’ (ibid.). The longer form narrative meant that rather than one grand heist there was a need to ‘mix up the scale of the twists and the scale of the kind of canvas of what you’re playing with […] so, having done the Louvre, sometimes you want to do quite a small crime’ (Kay quoted in ibid.). The challenges in pacing reflect the differing demands and flow of television as a form in relation to cinema. 

Premiering on Netflix in January 2021, Lupin was watched in 76 million households in the four weeks after its release, which is the third most successful debut for any Netflix Original after Shondaland production Bridgerton (82 million viewers) and Squid Game (2021) (111 million) (Tassi 2021).[endnoteRef:4] This is particularly impressive given that Lupin is a French-language production, the first to feature in Netflix’s top 10 most watched series in America (Leonard 2021). Foreign language productions aimed at local audiences has been an area of significant growth for Netflix, evident in the colossal success of Korean language series Squid Game, and has served to ‘broad[en] the American palate for television and movies, offering non-U.S. programming from international creators’ (Low 2020). Quoted in Variety, Sarandos again noted the capacity for a service like Netflix to absorb the risks of marketing foreign language film and television to a primarily U.S. audience:  [4:  Viewing figures are calculated by Netflix based on the number of people watching at least two minutes of a title in the first 28 days after its release (Tassi 2021).] 

I think if you’re feeling a little adventurous and want to try something [new], you’re much more likely to do it in the subscription model, where if you don’t  like it, you just turn it off […] I think we basically give people an adventurous experience with content to try things (Sarandos quoted in Low 2020). 


The rapid expansion of Netflix’s global television production in the years since HOC’s premiere resulted in a restructure in 2020 that sought to streamline the television group to mirror its film production operations’(Jarvey and Goldberg 2020). In place of multiple executives overseeing different aspects of Netflix’s television production, former president at Universal TV Bela Bajaria was appointed to the newly created post of VP Global Television (ibid.). In this role, Bajaria oversees both English language and ‘local language originals,’ a term that has replaced the previous ‘international originals’ ‘to better reflect [Netflix’s] global, less America-centric stance as studio and distributor’ (Low 2020). This conscious effort to move away from an America-centric model of television production further aligns Netflix with what Newman describes as the virtue of indie cinema which accommodates ‘alternative representations, audiovisual storytelling styles, and systems of cultural circulation’ (2011: 2). It also mirrors practices by indie film companies such as Miramax and Sony Pictures Classics which continued to release foreign language films, despite retaining focus on American Independent film titles throughout the 1990s and 2000s. What Sarandos refers to as the ‘flattening of the Earth,’ or put another way, the globalisation of television audiences, has opened up pathways of exchange for English and local language programming that extends the potential parameters and scope for television content produced by or hosted on the platform.[endnoteRef:5]  [5:  Of course, limitations on international copyright does affect the range of programming available in different countries. For instance, at the time of writing, nearly 4,000 films are available to watch on Netflix in America, while 2,500 films are available to watch in Italy (Rosenberg 2021).] 


Connecting the Dots Differently, Netflix Originals and their Challenge to the Status Quo
In his book Indie: An American Film Culture Newman discusses independent cinema as a film culture, ‘within which movies are circulated and experienced and wherein a […] community shares expectations about their forms and meanings’ (2011: 1). For audiences of independent and indie cinema, one of the overriding expectations is that they will be offered something different from the Hollywood mainstream. Netflix’s repeatedly expressed commitment to disrupting existing practices of production and distribution, particularly with regard to television, have generated an analogous set of expectations among audiences in terms of its original programming. In a book co-authored with Erin Meyer, a professor at Institut Européen d'Administration des Affaires (INSEAD) in Paris, Netflix co-CEO Reed Hastings expressed his commitment to disruptive thinking when he stated that ‘in most organisations, people join the dots the same way that everyone else does and always has done. This preserves the status quo. But one day someone comes along and connects the dots in a different way, which leads to an entirely different understanding of the world (Hastings and Meyer 2020: xxiv).

As the number of media companies launching their own streaming platform has steadily increased, so has speculation regarding the impact this will have on Netflix, which has previously relied heavily on content licensed from companies such as Disney, Warner Media and NBC Universal. In 2019, media analyst Michael Pachter estimated that approximately 80% of Netflix’s content was the result of licensing deals (Gruenwedel 2019). The launch of Disney’s VOD platform Disney+ in 2019 resulted in the removal of Marvel titles, Jessica Jones (2015-19), Daredevil (2015-18), Iron Fist (2017-18), Luke Cage (2016-18), The Punisher (2017-19) and The Defenders (2017), all of which premiered on Netflix. In response to this, Hastings eschewed a strategy of replacing lost licensed content with more of the same as ‘very minimalist’ (ibid). Instead, Hastings re-stated Netflix’s commitment to producing original content ‘that’s not filling in for anything else, that’s setting a bold new vision of what programming can be’ (ibid.). Although licensed content still makes up the majority of Netflix’s library, Netflix Originals are ‘a growing majority’ having grown from 20% in March 2019 to 25% in February 2021, despite the halting of production necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Moore 2021). 

[bookmark: _Hlk84079120]Despite still being in the minority, Jessica Ford argues that ‘Netflix Originals shape and influence Netflix’s brand identity more than the other content they distribute’ (2019: 98). Discussing Netflix’s location ‘at the fringes of the traditional US television,’ Ford suggests that Netflix operates ‘within a liminal yet privileged space,’ which manifests in the themes, aesthetics, narrative and tone of the company’s original programming (2019: 109). Ford concentrates on the interrogation of privilege and liminality in five Netflix Originals (Orange is the New Black [2013-19], Master of None, Lady Dynamite [2016-17], Dear White People [2017-present] and GLOW), however, the negotiation of gender, class, race and ability that she identifies as central to this interrogation has become an identifying characteristic of these series as well as of other Netflix Originals (2019: 99). In Lupin, for instance, the central character’s status as a black immigrant is key to his chameleonic swapping of identities and ‘penetra[tion] of the upper levels of White France [sic] society’ (Leonard 2021). Showrunner George Kay confirmed that the ‘invisibility of some people in society’ – some of the identities Diop adopted to carry out his crimes included a hotel food service worker, a technology support worker and a janitor – ‘became a central theme in the show’ (quoted in ibid.). In GLOW, Ford suggests that ‘the fight between privilege and marginalisation [is made] literal in depiction of women’s wrestling’ (2019: 107). As well as direct links with independent cinema in series such as Dear White People (adapted from the indie film of the same name) and clear aesthetic influence drawn from European art cinema in series such as Master of None (Ford 2019: 104), Netflix’s commitment to a diversification of voices on and off screen as well as a willingness to grapple with social issues further aligns its output with the values and aesthetics associated with independence. The remainder of this chapter will draw out and examine the aesthetic, narrative and production choices that align Netflix more broadly, and GLOW specifically, with the concept and practices of indie TV. 

‘Tit-Grabs, C*nt-Punches and Shrinky Dinks:’ GLOW’s Indie Aesthetics.
GLOW was created by Liz Flahive and Carly Mensch, who served as show runners across its three seasons. Flahive had previously worked as a producer and writer on Showtime series Homeland (2011-20), while Mensch had worked as a writer and producer on Weeds (Showtime 2005-12), Nurse Jackie (Showtime 2009-15) and Netflix Original Orange is the New Black (OITNB). In 2016 Netflix commissioned ten episodes for GLOW’s first season, which started streaming on the platform in 2017. Two further 10-episode series followed and began streaming in 2018 and 2019, respectively. Although a fourth season was commissioned in 2019 and filming began in 2020, the series was cancelled in October of that year after production was shut down due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Publicity for Season 1 of GLOW advertised the series as showcasing ‘big hair and body slams’ (Goldberg 2016), foregrounding the series’ emphasis on physical spectacle, bodily display and a nostalgic 1980s aesthetic. 

Set in 1985, GLOW follows a group of women in Los Angeles who answer a casting call for a newly established women’s wrestling programme titled ‘The Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling’ or ‘GLOW’ for short. The series was inspired by the real life Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling, a show that was created by David McLane, directed by Matt Climber and based out of Barbarella’s, a women’s fitness gym owned by Jackie Stallone (Goldberg 2016). The original programme was filmed at the Riviera Hotel in Las Vegas and consisted of wrestling matches, comedy skits and songs and was distributed by Independent Network Incorporated (INI). The series originally ran for four seasons from 1986 to 1990 and featured 104 episodes in total (ibid.). Initially, Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling was broadcast on a small number of stations but by the end of its run this had expanded to more than 100 domestic stations as well as broadcasts in Germany, Australia and Latin America (Flemming 2017b). In 2012, a documentary titled GLOW: The Story of the Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling (Whitcomb, 2012) was released and featured original cast members such as Ursula Hayden (Babe the Farmer’s Daughter, The Princess of Darkness, Donna Matrix). The documentary premiered at the Hot Docs Canadian International Documentary Festival and provided the inspiration for Mensch and Flahive’s Netflix series, neither of whom had watched the original series. 			

Speaking of their desire to work on a female-centred comedy and the effect the documentary had on Mensch and herself, Flahive told Variety, ‘we were so moved by the way that these women were talking about how this crazy experience transformed them and changed their lives’ (quoted in Birnbaum 2017). Discussing their previous projects, Mensch reflected that they ‘both have a history of writing for strong but flawed women’ (quoted in ibid.). This is evident in both women’s previous work. Weeds follows a widowed mother who begins selling marijuana to support her two children; Nurse Jackie features a drug-addicted emergency room nurse, while Homeland stars Claire Danes as a CIA agent who has Bi-Polar Disorder. 

Further parallels exist between GLOW and OITNB, both of which feature a central ensemble cast of women and take place within predominantly female settings in which men occupy only peripheral positions of power. Both series remove their central characters from their usual lives and contexts and place them in liminal spaces that are dominated and shaped by female experiences and subjectivity. Litchfield Penitentiary where the women are imprisoned in OITNB, and Chavo’s Boxing Gym where the women train and the roadside motel in which they live in GLOW represent temporary spaces in which women perform exaggerated caricatures of femininity. In the prison setting of OITNB this results in the formation of gangs, while in GLOW it leads to the adoption of overblown wrestling personas. Both of these spaces are established from the outset as temporary. For the prisoners at Litchfield, this space lasts for the duration of their sentence, while for the women of GLOW its existence is dependent on continued funding and syndication by a television network and as such is constantly under threat. 

Newman’s assessment of the aesthetic, tonal, and thematic criteria of indie filmmaking defines indie narratives as 'dramas and comedies that tell stories about fairly ordinary people […] typically in the present day or else in a familiar nostalgic past’ (2011: 87). It seems relevant then, that Netflix has frequently returned to portrayals of a recent past in its original programming. Series such as Stranger Things, Everything Sucks (2018), and GLOW dramatise coming-of-age discourses, not just for their characters but also for audiences who ‘came of age’ in the depicted decades. Like Stranger Things, which relies on implicit and more overt references to 1980s popular culture, aesthetics and sounds, GLOW similarly mobilises an aesthetic and sensory evocation of the past. In an interview for online fashion magazine CR Fashion Book, Season 2 costume designer Beth Morgan outlined the role costume played in GLOW’s commentary on issues of race and class in 1980s America, with the type and style of clothing worn by different characters reflecting socioeconomic status and self-image. Citing influences from vintage JCPenney catalogues, Madonna, Jodie Foster and David Bowie, Morgan notes the ways in which ‘as the characters embark on a journey of self-discovery, those changes are reflected in their clothing’ (Lin 2018). Music also plays a central role in GLOW’s evocation of the 1980s. Featuring songs from Journey, Roxette, The Dream Academy, Patty Smyth and other 1980s icons, GLOW creates an authentic aural landscape that both establishes its diegetic world and emphasises the beats of its narrative. 

As well as its emphasis on nostalgia for a recent and familiar past, GLOW’s casting also conforms to the ideals of independence more than the big budget mainstream. Alison Brie, who plays central character Ruth Wilder, although certainly not an unknown name, is associated primarily with offbeat comedies such as Bo-Jack Horseman (Netflix 2014-20) and Community (NBC 2009-15) and independent films such as Promising Young Woman (Fennell 2020). Within GLOW, Ruth’s lack of success as an actress is attributed to her ‘realness’ and desire to play more challenging and complex parts than those available to women in 1980s Hollywood. As Zoya the Destroyer in ‘Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling’ Ruth’s strength and physical prowess are emphasised to a much greater extent than her beauty or sexuality. In their first meeting, Director Sam Sylvia (Marc Maron) muses ‘Do people think you’re pretty? Because like, I’m looking at you and one second I think fuck yeah she’s hot and then the next second I’m like, is she? Is she really? (‘Pilot’ 2017). As well as establishing Sam’s cantankerous nature, his comments and Brie’s lack of glamorous make-up and lank mousey hair distance her from the glossy ideal of mainstream Hollywood stardom. 		

Although Debbie (Betty Gilpin), her rival and main wrestling opponent in Season 1 is constructed as Ruth’s more successful, glossy and polished opposite, her career as an actress has been cut short because of her desire both to be a mother and to move beyond the limited roles offered to women in mainstream television. Discussing in IndieWire her real life star persona and perceived lack of mainstream success, Gilpin stated that she would rather be happy and socially conscious in the work she does than court Hollywood, ‘I would much rather be zeitgeist-y […] I’ve done versions of ‘Now, More Than Ever, Hotel for Dogs,’ and it’s pretty soul-sucking’ (Erbland 2021). The tension between artificiality and authenticity in GLOW is discussed in greater detail later in this chapter, but the series’ indie production values and aesthetic as well as its dramatisation of the production of an independent project foreground the perceived dichotomy of independence/authenticity vs mainstream/artificiality. 

As a series, both diegetically and extra-diegetically, GLOW accommodates much more diversity, in terms of race, sexuality and identity than is typical on mainstream television. The wrestling ring allows the women of GLOW to explore and celebrate female strength, skill and physicality as they are trained to perform complex and physically demanding wrestling moves. Chavo Guerrero Jnr. (who gave his name to the fictional gym in the series and is the nephew of the trainer who worked on the original 1980s television series) was employed as a trainer for the series in an attempt to bring authenticity to the wrestling shown on screen. Talking about this motivation for working on GLOW Guerrero emphasised the importance of respecting and acknowledging the ‘built-in audience’ of original fans, while also appealing to regular Netflix viewers and particularly those accustomed to the style and production values of Netflix Originals. He noted that, ‘if we don’t do things correctly, we will turn […] off and lose a whole bunch of people’ (quoted in Herzog 2017).  This commitment to authenticity and an emphasis on the women’s physicality and strength rather than sexual appeal is another way that GLOW  moves away from mainstream codes of representation. Ford notes that: 
The series does not court the male gaze. The women’s bodies are not sexualised, eroticised, or objectified by the camera; it does not linger on the women’s breasts or legs, but rather focuses on their muscles at work, the wobble of their thighs, and the concentration on their face as they learn new manoeuvres’ (2019: 108). 

The emphasis on female physicality and strength is foregrounded immediately in GLOW’s opening credits, which feature neon animations over the series’ theme song ‘The Warrior,’ sung by Patty Smyth. The animation shows women curling dumbbells, strapping up an injured knee and performing complex wrestling manoeuvres including jumps, flips and flying kicks (‘Pilot’ 2017). Although animations of women applying lipstick, pulling on pantyhose and spraying hairspray also feature, in the context of the sequence the implication is that these activities are part of their preparation to enter the ring and perform. Smyth’s repetition of ‘I am the warrior’ underpins this reading of an alternative performance of femininity rooted in female strength, physicality and skill. 

In Episode 7 of Season 1, ‘Live Studio Audience,’ (2017) two of the main characters of both the diegetic series and the Netflix series, Ruth who plays the ‘heel’ Zoya the Destroyer and Debbie who plays the all-American hero Liberty Belle, work with male wrestlers to learn spectacular moves for the climactic bout between their two characters. In the narrative of the series they work with the elder brothers (Kurt and Tom) of fellow female wrestler Carmen (Britney Young), who are members of a famous wrestling dynasty, the ‘Lumber-Jacksons.’ In reality the Lumber-Jacksons are played by WWE alumni Carlito Caribbean Cool (Carlos Edwin Colón Jr.) and Brodus Clay, The Funkasaurus (George Murdoch), speaking again to the authenticity the show sought to maintain with regard to professional wrestling. Explaining her desire to finish the bout with a spectacular jump, Debbie states, ‘you guys, I wanna fly. I wanna literally leave the ground and do some badass aerial shit’ (‘Live Studio Audience’ 2017). In the montage that follows Ruth and Debbie steadily work towards a move in which Liberty Belle jumps from the top rope of the wrestling ring directly on to Zoya, pinning her to the mat. The montage emphasises the skill and physicality demanded by the moves as both women practise slamming into each other, the side ropes and the mat of the ring safely and with precision. Working on a ‘clothes-line’ move, which involves Liberty Belle rebounding off two side ropes before hitting Zoya with her outstretched arm, Kurt instructs Debbie to ‘stick your arm into her. […] Hit her. Don’t be afraid’ and the following shots show the two women performing more and more complex moves with increasing skill and realism (‘Live Studio Audience’ 2017). Although both women are dressed in leotards that show their legs and arms, they remain un-sexualised as the camera continues to emphasise their muscular frames and the bruises both women have sustained from training. The montage ends with a repeated slow motion shot of Debbie successfully leaping from the top ring and performing the move flawlessly. 

The idea of the wrestling ring as a space in which unconventional performances of femininity may be performed and celebrated is one that recurs throughout GLOW. The ‘Pilot’ opens with Ruth performing a lengthy and impassioned audition monologue, in which she plays a callous businesswoman, to camera. After delivering her final line, the casting director informs Ruth that she has read the man’s part and invites her to deliver the one line female part, ‘sorry to interrupt, your wife is on line two’. After following the casting director into the ladies’ toilets, Ruth asks why she is never successful in auditions, to which the casting director replies: ‘every director says, “bring me someone I don’t know. Someone I haven’t seen. I want a girl who’s real.” So I bring you in so they can see that they don’t actually want the thing they think they want’ (‘Pilot’ 2017).     
	
Although her audition for the ‘Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling’ is framed as a last resort for Ruth, it is also offered as a space in which she can transcend the limited options and acting roles open to women in 1980s Hollywood. Similarly, when persuading Debbie, a former soap opera actress, to join his cast of wrestlers, director Sam insists that wrestling will allow her to do more than ‘nod, eat a salad and make a pretty cry face,’ which Debbie describes as all she was allowed to do as a soap actress (‘Slouch, Submit’ 2017). 

The tension between artificiality and authenticity is maintained throughout GLOW and embodied in the characterisation of Sam as a cult, independent B-Movie director on the downslope of his career. This adds to GLOW’s conceit that despite the caricaturist nature of the overblown wrestling personas and the artificiality of the wrestling itself, the ‘Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling’ offers women the opportunity to explore alternative modes of femininity denied to them by the mainstream. Outlining the premise of ‘Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling’ in the first episode of Season 1, Sam explains ‘this is a wrestling show, you’re all gonna have to actually wrestle on cable television for thousands of people. That means, tit-grabs, cunt punches and shrinky-dinks’ (‘Pilot’ 2017). Sam’s films are referenced obliquely throughout the series and are characterised as ‘schlocky,’ ‘trashy’ and drawing heavily on themes of body-horror and exploitation. After his first draft of the script for ‘Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling,’ ‘a post nuke dystopia’ is rejected for being too complex, Sam exclaims ‘I’m trying to elevate the form!’ To which producer Sebastian ‘Bash’ Howard (Chris Lowell) responds, ‘And that is bitchin’, but can you also maybe not do that?’ (‘The Wrath of Kuntar’ 2017). Bash goes on to explain that Sam’s characters are too complex, advising him to reduce them down to tropes and stereotypes in place of fully realised characters with established backstories. 

This reliance on tropes and archetypes in the diegetic ‘Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling’ series draws more on the types of characterisation common to Hollywood blockbusters and mainstream television. However, the anxiety and conflict experienced by the cast members of colour as they attempt to negotiate these identities and reconcile themselves to portraying offensive and racially stereotyped characters is a constant theme of GLOW, and demonstrates the character-driven nature of its narrative. Pointing to different members of the cast in turn, Bash says: ‘she’s a party girl […] you’re oriental, you’re a jock, you’re an Arab, you’re a big black girl […] it’s not a judgment. It’s just what I and the rest of the entire world see with our eyes’ (‘The Wrath of Kuntar’ 2017). Indeed, the final versions of the women’s wrestling personas are all based in overblown and often offensive stereotypes: Beirut the Mad Bomber (played by Indian-American Arthie (Sunita Mani)), Fortune Cookie (Played by Cambodian Jenny (Ellen Wong)), Junk Chain (Played by Cherry Bang (Sydelle Noel)) and in Season 2 by Yolanda Rivas (Shakira Barrera), Machu Picchu (Played by Britney Young) and Welfare Queen (Played by Tammé Dawson (Kia Stevens)) are some of the more offensive. 

When Arthie explains that she is Indian and not Arab, Bash responds by emphasising the importance of type and asks her what she thinks her type is. When she responds with a questioning ‘intelligent and whimsical?’ Bash sighs and states, ‘No. No. Terrorist or genie or some sort of other evil Arab’ (‘The Wrath of Khuntar’ 2017). Arthie’s discomfort with being cast as a Muslim terrorist, when she is neither a Muslim nor a terrorist, is repeatedly dismissed by Bash and Sam, both white men. When Tammé expresses her concerns about her character Welfare Queen perpetuating  an offensive Black stereotype, Sam insists that ‘it’s commentary on an existing stereotype, a fuck you to the Republicans’ and part of his desire to ‘push the envelope, jolt people into consciousness’ (‘The Dusty Spur’ 2017).[endnoteRef:6] Sam’s response gives no acknowledgement to the emotional labour and trauma he is expecting from Tammé to realise his ‘vision.’ Upon learning the truth about her job, Tammé’s son tells her that ‘it sounds like you’re playing a minstrel character on public television!’ (‘Mother of All Matches’ 2018).  [6:  The term ‘Welfare Queen’ was originally popularised by Ronald Reagan’s 1976 Presidential campaign when he used it to describe women who commit social security fraud and collect excessive welfare payments. Although Reagan’s claims may in part have been based on a real woman named Linda Taylor, the details and extent of alleged welfare fraud among black women were exaggerated and often entirely fabricated (Levin 2013).] 


The sustained racial tension within GLOW comes to a head in two episodes of Season 3, ‘Freaky Tuesday’ (2019), in which the women swap wrestling personas for a performance, and ‘Outward Bound’ (2019), in which the women go camping together in the mountains outside of Los Angeles. In ‘Freaky Tuesday’ Jenny is dismayed to see Melrose, played by Melanie Rosen (Jackie Tohn), portray her character Fortune Cookie in hyper-racist fashion. Cringing at the exaggerated, lisping accent Melrose uses in the ring, Jenny responds to Sheila the She Wolf (Gayle Rankin) suggesting that it was the same voice that Jenny herself used by saying, ‘No. It’s not. It’s not the same voice Sheila. She’s a white girl doing that voice’ (‘Freaky Tuesday’ 2019). In the following episode Jenny reveals to the other women that she is a survivor of the Cambodian genocide (1975-79) and discusses the trauma she feels as ‘one of the lucky ones,’ i.e. a survivor, who is now perpetuating offensive orientalist stereotypes:
everyone else we knew died. Every relative. Every friend. Everyone. So I understand what it's like to survive a genocide and not talk about it all the time. The killing fields. I mean, it’s the whole reason I’m even here in the first place. I get to be one of the lucky ones. Like, really, really, really lucky. And now I’m jumping out of a fortune cookie every night, pretending like everything’s fine (‘Outward Bound’ 2019). 
	
In his discussion of black film and the representation of black characters, Mark Reid identifies the prevalence of tendentious images of black people, ‘images that objectify and ridicule blacks for the benefit of a viewer or listener,’ in ‘black films’ distributed by major studios (1993:2). Clearly, characters such as Fortune Cookie, Welfare Queen and Beirut the Mad Bomber can be considered tendentious. By including scenes such as the one described above, GLOW acknowledges, and to some extent gives critical consideration to, the ways in which ‘socioeconomic forces determine where and when blacks [and people of colour more generally] participate in American popular culture,’ as well as the socio-psychic trauma endured by those who do participate (Reid 1993: 24). 

However, the extent to which GLOW’s ironic and comedic recirculation of racist stereotypes facilitates their perpetuation and relevance must be considered. In 2019, before GLOW’s shock cancelation, an open letter written by the women of colour in the series was circulated on Instagram. The letter was intended to express concerns and feelings of disempowerment among women of colour in the cast who said that ‘GLOW has been marketed as a diverse ensemble, but for all of us diverse cast members, it has never lived up to these ideas’ (Wong 2020). Citing the racial stereotyping embedded within their characters, the letter states that ‘our storylines are relegated to the sidelines in dealing with this conflict or have left us feeling like checked-boxes on a list’ (ibid.). Noting the lack of persons of colour on the writing team for GLOW’s third season, the letter goes on to outline the ways in which 
we feel both devalued in our skillset and only valued for the diversity that we bring. It is a cyclical psychological pain to deal with one’s currency as an actor and a person of colour based on a system that values whiteness. Even when our show seeks to comment on this standard, it perpetuates it. We can no longer be quiet about the pain this has caused us and the harm it has done in perpetuating the representation of people of color as sidekicks to elevate white leads (ibid.).

Linking back to Reid’s discussion of minstrel comedy, the letter clearly outlines the ways in which the presence of people of colour in the cast was exploited ‘to minimise criticism against its racially tendentious product’ (Reid 1993: 24). The letter concludes with three clear requests to the producers for what was intended to be GLOW’s final season: that an executive or consulting producer of colour be hired, that the ways in which portraying stereotypical and racially offensive wrestling personas has impacted their characters’ professional lives and dignity be fully addressed by the narrative and that the voices and importance of women of colour be elevated in the final season (Wong 2020). The letter was signed and shared by Sydelle Noel, Britney Young, Kia Stevens, Sunita Mani, Ellen Wong and Shakira Barrera. The cancelation of GLOW meant that changes to the fourth season as a result of the letter never came to fruition, but along with the original letter, Wong posted a tribute to the series in which she praised the receptiveness of GLOW’s creative team to their concerns. She described the reaction to the letter as one of ‘positivity and support’: 
our amazing show runners and producers immediately created a space to listen. They acknowledged how we felt, and how the show did not represent us in the way we thought it should have. They then worked with us to rewrite a fourth and last season that would address our concerns (ibid.). 

GLOW’s treatment of and engagement with race, then, is complex and far from unproblematic. However the space given to negotiations of racial stereotypes and the emotional toll that both refuting and perpetuating them takes on people of colour is uncommon. The series’ willingness to ‘acknowledge how f’ed [sic] up the system really is, that we’re all a victim of it, that we all have blind spots, and that we can’t always be perfect’ (Wong 2020) aligns it more closely with the social consciousness of independence than the norm of Hollywood’s mainstream. 

Conclusion
Netflix’s potential as a site for the production, distribution and consumption of indie TV is clear. The company’s stated desire to break away from and disrupt established mainstream modes of production to reflect and include more diverse voices and subject matter aligns it with the goals and ideals of indie cinema. As A.J. Christian has argued, this potential is apparent across internet-based television companies, because they are able to ‘disrup[t] and expos[e] the legacy of production value [as a] measure of content quality’ (Christian 2019: 1). He continues to say that the demand for ‘complex, seamless technical execution supported by large crews of workers’ has served as a barrier for smaller scale, ‘culturally marginalised’ independent television creators and producers (ibid). Internet-based television can therefore create space for television productions that place greater emphasis on ‘cultural production value’ and marginalised stories that more authentically reflect the interests and voices of the communities they represent (ibid). This disruption of the values, practices and priorities of mainstream television networks and producers is central to a conceptualisation of indie TV.

However, Netflix’s self-proclaimed status as an ‘indie darling’ owes more to its identification of a receptive and profitable audience than a commitment to the ideals of cultural production values or independence. Netflix’s convenience-based institutional logic and extensive catalogue mean it is ideally placed to absorb the inherent risks of indie production, but its pragmatism and prioritisation of profit and growth, evidenced by the shock cancellation of GLOW due to fears that its completion in a post-COVID landscape would be too difficult (Robinson 2020), are at odds with the construction of indie as a socially conscious art form. Independence is absorbed alongside other approaches and priorities within Netflix, many of which operate along lines diametrically opposed to the tenets and values of independence. As a result, independence is curtailed and the values and priorities of the mainstream recuperated and reaffirmed as is apparent in GLOW.  

The potential and limitations of Netflix’s indie aspirations are played out tonally, narratively and aesthetically in GLOW. Its evocation of 1980s nostalgia, character-focused narrative, willingness to engage with social issues and dramatisation of the perils of independent production lend it credibility as an example of what indie TV can be and the space it can offer to diverse voices, bodies and experiences. However, the limits of its commitment to meaningful representation and engagement with issues of race and oppression are apparent in its later series and lack of diversity in the writers’ room. Perhaps the series’ full potential to interrogate racial stereotyping and the underrepresentation of people of colour in American popular culture would have been realised in its abortive fourth season, as Wong suggests. However, by cancelling the series due to COVID-19 and increased filming difficulties, Netflix clearly demonstrated its commitment to safeguarding profit over the production of a financially risky but culturally significant fourth series. Despite GLOW’s limitations and the conflict between Netflix’s industrial strategy and its positioning as an alternative site of production, the series offers a clear indication of the scope of indie TV to broaden the horizons of traditional television audiences and move them beyond the narrow parameters of mainstream television. 
	


Bibliography
Anderson, C. (2007) The Long Tail, How Endless Choice is Creating Unlimited Demand, London: Random House Business Books. 

Birnbaum, D. (2017) ‘Why “GLOW” Creators Made Women’s Wrestling Series,’ Variety, online 22 June, https://variety.com/2017/tv/news/glow-netflix-liz-flahive-carly-mensch-1202476076/.

Bond, P. (2011a) ‘Netflix Outbids HBO for David Fincher and Kevin Spacey’s “House of Cards,”’ Hollywood Reporter, online, 15 March, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/netflix-outbids-hbo-david-fincher-167882/

Bond, P. (2011b) ‘Inside Netflix’s $100 Million House of Cards,’ The Hollywood Reporter (Archive: 1930-2015); Hollywood Vol. 417, Iss. 12, 1 April, p. 11.

Christian, A. J. (2019) ‘Expanding Production Value: The Culture and Scale of New Television and New Media,’ Critical Studies in Television, Vol. 14, No. 2, pp. 255-67.
 
Cohen, F. (2016) ‘Ask a Showrunner: Matt and Ross Duffer Discuss ‘Stranger Things,’ a Nightmare on ‘80s Street,’ New York Times, online, 11 August, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/14/arts/television/stranger-things-netflix-duffer-brothers-interview.html.

Erbland, K. (2021) ‘Life After ‘‘GLOW’’: Betty Gilpin Has a Big Movie, a Book, and a Crazy Pitch for Season 4,’ IndieWire, online, 1 July, https://www.indiewire.com/2021/07/betty-gilpin-after-glow-book-season-4-1234647730/.

Flemming, K. (2017a) ‘There’s No Biz Life GLOW Biz, as New Dramedy Airs, Lady Wrestlers Relive Glory Days,’ New York Post, online, 23 June, https://www.pressreader.com/usa/new-york-post/20170623/281865823475018. 

Flemming, K. (2017b) ‘These ‘Gorgeous’ Ladies Were the True Pioneers of Women’s Wrestling,’ New York Post, online, 23 June, https://nypost.com/2017/06/23/these-gorgeous-ladies-were-the-true-pioneers-of-womens-wrestling/.

Ford, J. (2019) ‘At the Fringes of TV, Liminality and Privilege in Netflix’s Original Scripted Dramedy Series,’ in T. Plothe and A.M. Buck (eds) Netflix and the Nexus, Content, Practice, and Production in the Age of Streaming Television, New York, NY: Peter Lang, pp. 97-112. 

Gilder, N. & Knight H. The Warrior, Columbia, 1984.

Goldberg, L. (2016) ‘“Orange Is the New Black” Creator Sets ’80s Women’s Wrestling Comedy Series “GLOW” at Netflix,’ Hollywood Reporter, online, 31 May, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/orange-is-new-black-creator-898308.

Gruenwedel, E. (2019) ‘Ted Sarandos: Most-Watched Netflix Shows Are Originals,’ Media Play News, online, 17 April, https://www.mediaplaynews.com/ted-sarandos-most-watched-netflix-shows-are-originals.

[bookmark: _Hlk86098665]Hadida, A.L. et al (2020) ‘Hollywood Studio Filmmaking in the Age of Netflix: A Tale of Two Institutional Logics,’ Journal of Cultural Economics, Vol 45, pp. 213-38.

Hastings, R. and Meyer, E. (2020) No Rules Rules: Netflix and the Culture of Reinvention, London: Penguin.

Herzog, K. (2017) “‘GLOW’ Fight Coordinator Chavo Guerrero Jr. on Getting Wrestling Right,’ Rolling Stone, online, 22 June, https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-sports/glow-fight-coordinator-chavo-guerrero-jr-on-getting-wrestling-right-205951/.

Jarvey, N. and Goldberg, L. (2020) ‘Netflix Shocker: Bela Bajaria to Lead Global TV, Cindy Holland Departs,’ Hollywood Reporter, online, 8 September, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/netflix-shocker-bela-bajaria-to-lead-global-tv-cindy-holland-departs-4056962/

Leonard, D. (2021) ‘How Netflix’s Lupin Pulled Off the Perfect Heist (Show),’ Bloomberg, online, 29 June, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-06-29/how-netflix-s-lupin-and-omar-sy-pulled-off-the-perfect-heist-show.

Levin, J. (2013) ‘The Welfare Queen,’ Slate, online, 19 December, http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/history/2013/12/linda_taylor_welfare_queen_ronald_reagan_made_her_a_notorious_american_villain.html?via=gdpr-consent. 

Lin, S. (2018) ‘GLOW'S Costume Designer on Bringing Back ‘80s Glamour for Season Two,’ CR Fashion Book, online, 28 June, https://www.crfashionbook.com/culture/a21951468/glow-season-two-costume-designer-beth-morgan/.

Low, E. (2020) ‘Netflix’s Ted Sarandos on Local-Language Originals Strategy,’ Variety, online, 9 October, https://variety.com/2020/tv/features/netflix-local-language-original-strategy-ted-sarandos-1234789371/.

Mills, B. (2013) ‘What Does It Mean to Call Television ‘Cinematic’?,’ in J. Jacobs and S. Peacock (eds) Television Aesthetics and Style, New York, NY: Bloomsbury Academic, 57–66.

Moore, K. (2021) ‘Netflix Library by the Numbers 2020,’ What’s on Netflix, online, 1 January, https://www.whats-on-netflix.com/news/netflix-library-by-the-numbers-2020/.

Newman, M.Z. (2011) Indie: An American Film Culture, New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

Pomerantz, D. (2013) ‘The Producer Behind ‘House of Cards’ on How Netflix Offered Creative Freedom,’ in Forbes, online, 18 July, https://www.forbes.com/sites/dorothypomerantz/2013/07/18/the-producer-behind-house-of-cards-on-how-netflix-offered-creative-freedom/?sh=26ff4ddd423c.

Reid, M.A. (1993) Redefining Black Film, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Robinson, A. (2020) ‘Glow Cancellation – Could Season Four Still Happen?,’ Digital Spy, online, 14 October, https://www.digitalspy.com/tv/ustv/a34354705/glow-cancelled-revival/.

Rosenberg, E. (2021) ‘Why Netflix Content is Different Abroad,’ Investopedia, online, 9 March, https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/050515/why-netflix-content-different-other-countries.asp. 

Roxborough, S. (2012) ‘MIPCOM 2012: Kevin Spacey, Robin Wright: Why Netflix’s “House of Cards” Is the Future of TV,’ Hollywood Reporter, online, 7 October, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/general-news/mipcom-2012-kevin-spacey-robin-wright-house-of-cards-david-fincher-376951/.

Sarandos, T. (2013) ‘Read the Speech That Sent a Wake Up Call to Tv and Film Studios: Netflix Chief Ted Sarandos Explains His Company’s Success at the FIND Forum,’ IndieWire, online, 31 October, https://www.indiewire.com/2013/10/read-the-speech-that-sent-a-wake-up-call-to-tv-and-film-studios-netflix-chief-ted-sarandos-explains-his-companys-success-at-the-find-forum-33408/.

Stetler, B. (2013) ‘A Drama’s Streaming Premiere,’ New York Times, online, 18 January, https://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/20/arts/television/house-of-cards-arrives-as-a-netflix-series.html.

Tassi, P. (2021) ‘“Squid Game” Is Now Netflix’s Most Popular Show Ever, And It’s Not Even Close,’ Forbes, online, 13 October, https://www.forbes.com/sites/paultassi/2021/10/13/squid-game-is-now-netflixs-most-popular-show-ever-and-its-not-even-close/.

Wong, E. (2020) ‘I could not Have Done This Alone. Hand in Hand with My GLOW Sisters, and our Show Runners We did this Together,’ [Instagram] 19 October, https://www.instagram.com/p/CGiDQdvAPoC/?igshid=1wbadkuabtg62. 


Notes

