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Abstract. Currently, television fiction linked to video-on-demand channels, such 

as HBO or Netflix, is embracing narratives that explore and expand the 

representations of queer characters on screen. In this context, there are transmedia 

narratives that elicit fan participation. Therefore, this article has analyzed the 

queer narrative in the transmedia proposal of HBO's series "The Last of Us" and 

the fan film titled "All We Lost." From an interpretive paradigm and through a 

qualitative approach, a content analysis guide was applied based on four 

categories of analysis: character construction, conflict, context, and 

transformation arc from a gender perspective. The fan film and episode 7 of the 

series were analyzed. The products were selected for covering the narrative line 

of Ellie, an LGTBIQ+ character in both productions, and for containing events 

that contribute to the visibility of her gender identity. Narrative theory in 

audiovisual stories was used, considering gender as a cultural construct, where 

the audiovisual as a cultural product also intervenes and strengthens gender 

identities. The main result of the research shows a significant difference between 

the canon and fan-made products regarding the narrative treatment of queer 

identities. These non-binary identities play by the rules of the patriarchal world 

to survive. However, fan-made products normalize the queer character, without 

highlighting differences between binary and non-binary characters. Finally, the 

paper promotes the narrative analysis of transmedia audiovisual products from a 

gender perspective among students and/or professionals in audiovisual 

communication. It also contributes to the Communication and Gender line 

through the narrative analysis of audiovisual products. 
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1 Introduction 

Characters representing diverse communities have demonstrated the ability to 

inspire, validate, and empower. In particular, LGBTIQ+ characters have emerged as 

emblematic figures that transcend labels and identities. Series that have emerged 

through streaming platforms have ushered LGBTIQ+ themes into a new era of queer 

narrative representation. 

1.1 From Binary to Queer Narratives in Television Series 

Queer narratives challenge the rigid structures of gender and sexuality imposed by 

society, focusing on representing characters with non-normative identities that defy the 

restrictions  imposed  by  the  binary  categories  of  man/woman  and 
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heterosexual/homosexual [1]. In the case of American television series, there have been 

several stages concerning queer narratives. Before the 1990s, homosexual individuals 

were depicted as villains or victims and associated with negative stereotypes [2]. In the 

1990s, homosexual characters were created for heterosexual and white audiences, and 

thus they were portrayed as white and educated [2, 3]. Between 2000 and 2010, 

mainstream American television began to consider lesbians and gay men as part of their 

audience. However, these characters were depoliticized and depicted as "incidentally 

gay" during an era of "gaystreaming," where the three major networks produced niche 

television targeting women, young people, African Americans, and the LGBTIQ+ 

community [2]. After 2010, innovative stories began to emerge outside the paradigm 

of the white cisgender man, such as "Orange is the New Black" and "Transparent" [4, 

5]. Queer narratives have disrupted the rigidity of established binary categories and are 

now an essential tool for giving visibility to diverse stories [6]. However, mainstream 

culture can use them to promote a discourse of inclusion that, in reality, reinforces the 

oppression of LGBTIQ+ individuals. For example, in Japan, serialized products of the 

Boys Love or Yuri genres explore male homosexual or lesbian relationships from a 

perspective that includes omissions from the heterosexual viewpoint [7]. In other 

words, the construction of characters is also handled with a certain sensationalism. 

Today, identities are portrayed from a multiplicity of mutable and unstable positions, 

constructing diverse narratives [6]. 

1.2 The Cultural Appropriation of Fans in Transmedia Universes 

The active participation of fans in the production of derivative content is a way to 

express their affection and commitment to the television series they love [8, 9]. The 

creation of fan films is an act of cultural appropriation that challenges traditional 

conventions of media production [10]. Fans leverage their transmedia production skills 

and narrative and aesthetic reflection to produce content [11]. These “produsers” 

democratize content production and impact the media industry [12, 13]. This is how 

extension stories are created, originating from a core narrative established by the 

mainstream. In the case of series like Stranger Things, The Walking Dead, or Game of 

Thrones, fans have developed products such as fanfics, fanfilms, fanarts, fanclubs, 

fanmods, or edits created by individuals or online communities [14–16]. 

Although fan films were previously dismissed and associated with amateurism, 

today these fan films have been integrated into a broader culture of social networks and 

platforms like YouTube, moving them from the margins to the mainstream [17]. Just 

as important as canon products, that is, official commercial content with copyright, are 

now fandom products, which are characterized by the absence of profit motives, the 

fact that production companies do not oppose copyright, and their basis in post- 

production, mashup, and remix [18]. Moreover, they can promote activism for various 

causes, reflecting a shift in how audiences engage with and participate in media, 

transforming them into transreaders [19]. 
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1.3 The Post-Apocalyptic and Hypermasculinity in American Fiction 

Post-apocalyptic television series often utilize hypermasculinity and extreme survival 

scenarios, creating narratives that are conservative and patriarchal in their 

representation [20]. This masculinist, heteronormative, and white supremacist 

perspective aligns with the rise of populist movements like Trump’s administration 

(2017-2021) in American society. Before this, series like Star Trek in the 1990s 

featured episodes such as "Caretaker," where, for the first time, a woman commanded 

a starship, Captain Kathryn Janeway (Kate Mulgrew). Science fiction and genre fiction 

allow us to reflect on the infusion of ideologies through mass culture products [21]. 

Post-apocalyptic series are a hegemonic tool that can exacerbate or foster attitudes 

towards marginalized groups [20]. Therefore, it is significant to note that the United 

States produced an excessive number of post-apocalyptic television series [22]. These 

series repeatedly detailed crises that resulted in the future collapse of society as we 

know it, with disorganized groups of survivors working to build new futures. It is 

noteworthy that ideologies have always been present in serialized products; for 

example, science fiction stories like Star Wars (1977) and The Matrix (1999) have been 

popular in right-wing circles [23]. These works have been distinctly masculinized and 

have long attracted individuals committed to colonial, white supremacist, and 

xenophobic masculinity. In these narratives, various nightmares or warnings are 

constructed around issues such as viral infections, natural phenomena, financial crises, 

terrorism, or immigration [24]. Post-apocalyptic series now develop new anxieties 

related to queer theory and the potential complexities of viewing gender as a social 

construct, particularly for conservative and reactionary sectors. Abby and Ellie exhibit 

a clear "masculine femininity" [25], as they adopt elements culturally associated with 

masculinity without necessarily identifying as men [26]. 

2 Methodology 

From an interpretive paradigm and through a qualitative approach [28], a case study 

was designed [29] and a content analysis guide was applied to HBO's series The Last 

of Us (2023) and the fan film The Last of Us: All We Lost (2022) (see Table 1). In the 

narrative of "The Last of Us," official creations such as the video games and the HBO 

series, which are part of the canon, are intrinsically intertwined with fan productions, 

including blogs, comics, and fan films, collaborating to enrich the transmedia universe 

[33]. For this reason, two products of different origins have been chosen, one from the 

canon and one from the fandom, both of which are part of the extension stories (see 

Figure 1). The analyzed HBO series "The Last of Us" was selected for its broad 

audience reach [34] and significant media impact. The first season of "The Last of Us" 

on the HBO platform garnered millions of views across its nine episodes [34]. Chapter 

7 "Left Behind" of the series was selected because it depicts Ellie's life while living in 

Fedra (the life she had before meeting Joel) and also because it develops the plot of the 

downloadable content (DLC) released in 2014 (see Figure 1), which is part of the main 

storyline of this transmedia universe, showcasing her relationship with the character 

Riley. 



 

 
 

 

 

Hoar, Liza Johnson, Jasmila Zbanic 

Guionistas: Craig Mazin, Neil Druckmann 

Producers: PlayStation Productions, Sony Pictures Television, Naughty 

Dog, The Mighty Mint, Word Games. 
Producers: Craig Mazin, Neil Druckmann, Asad Qizilbash. 
Distributor: HBO, HBO Max 

Country: USA 

Length: 50 min aprox. 

Episodes: 9 
Genre: TV Series, horror, drama, science fiction, thriller, action, post- 

apocalyptic future, pandemics 
Cast: Pedro Pascal, Bella Ramsey, etc. 

Synopsis: This adaptation of the video game The Last of Us Part I 
(released on PS3 in 2013) shows how, twenty years after the destruction of 

modern civilization, one of the survivors, Joel, is tasked with escorting 

young Ellie out of an oppressive quarantine zone. 
Chapter 7 focuses on the relationship between Ellie and Riley, as they visit 

an abandoned mall and share a kiss. Ultimately, both are bitten and await 

the end together. 

The Last of 

Us: All We 

Lost (2022) 
(TLOU: 

AWL) 

Director: Samuel Triggs 
Screenwriter: Ben Malone 

Producer: Spores Productions 

Producers: Nieke Tebeest, Abi Le Guilcher, Ben Malon 

Distributor: Youtube 
Country: Reino Unido 

Length: 26 min 
Episodes: 1 

Genre: Serie de TV, terror, drama, ciencia ficción, thriller, acción, futuro 

postapocalíptico, pandemias 
Cast: Abi Le Guilcher, Nieke Tebeest, Ben Malone, etc. 

Synopsis: This adaptation of the video game The Last of Us Part II (released 
on PS5 in 2020) depicts how, five years after their perilous journey across 

post-pandemic America, Joel's death shatters the peace that he and Ellie had 
found in Wyoming. Ellie embarks on a journey for revenge. 
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Table 1. Analyzed Products 

Products Technical Data Sheet 

The Last of Directores: Craig Mazin, Ali Abbasi, Jeremy Webb, Neil Druckmann, Peter 

Us (2023) 

(TLOU) 

Capítulo 7 

Note: Compiled with information from film portals [30–32] 

The short film "The Last of Us: All We Lost" was selected because it possesses the 

characteristics of a fan film: it is non-profit, has thousands of followers (as opposed to 

the official product which has millions), is a high-quality production, the result of a 

community that identifies with the series, is based on the game's cinematics, and it also 

develops a part of the character's chronology where she is established as a homosexual 

woman within the LGBTIQ+ community in that post-apocalyptic world. 
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The Last of Us 

Part I 

Videogame 
(CANON) 

The Last of Us 
– Left Behind 

Downloadable 

content (DLC) 
(CANON) 

The Last of Us 

Part II 

Videogame 
(CANON) 

The Last of 
Us: 

All We Lost 
Fanfilm 

(FANDOM) 

The Last of Us 

Streaming 

series 

(CANON) 

MAIN STORYLINE EXTENSION STORIES 

TRANSMEDIA UNIVERSE 

2013 2014 2020 2022 2023 

Figure 1. Temporal placement of the analyzed audiovisual products (shaded in gray) in the 

transmedia universe of TLOU. Source: Official pages and FilmAffinity [32, 35, 36]. 

In both cases, the construction of the LGBTIQ+ character Ellie, an iconic figure of 

the series, was analyzed with the aim of identifying changes or continuities between the 

official series narrative and the fan-created product regarding the representation of 

queer identities. Ellie was selected based on three criteria: (1) she is one of the main 

characters from the beginning of the saga, generating significant buzz in the fandom; 

(2) she exhibits marked evolution, and (3) she represents the LGBTIQ+ community and 

modern feminist discourses. A content analysis guide [37] was applied based on four 

categories of analysis: character construction, conflict, story context, and 

transformation arc [38–41]. In the content analysis, a manual coding process was 

applied, which allowed for the organization of the data within the previously defined 

categories. From a gender perspective, the analysis was conducted using the concepts 

of gender performativity and intersectionality [42–44]. Intersectionality examines the 

intersections of multiple forms of oppression, discrimination, or privilege that a 

person may simultaneously experience from various identity dimensions, such as race, 

gender, social class, sexual orientation, ability, among others. Gender performativity 

posits that gender is not an inherent or biological trait but rather a series of repetitive 

acts and rituals that constitute and express gender identity. 

3 Results and Discussion 

3.1 The Post-Apocalyptic in the Emotional Architecture of Ellie 

The post-apocalyptic context of Ellie's story confronts us with recurring narrative 

conditions such as a desolate world, resource scarcity, new power structures and/or 

government, and a resilient protagonist adaptable through a physical and emotional 

journey with a clear goal. In the series, her goal is to reach the Fireflies' base to help 

find a cure, while in the fan film, her objective is to avenge those who killed Joel. These 
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analyzed products respect the main storyline and the extensions presented in the video 

games. The context of the story, presenting extreme and challenging circumstances of 

a post-apocalyptic world in the TLOU series. The character's determination and 

resilience are precisely sustained by her struggle for survival. In this environment, the 

formation of meaningful bonds is facilitated. For example, the relationship between 

Ellie and Joel intensifies due to the unique circumstances of their surroundings, 

consolidating a complex psychological profile for the character. The absence of 

traditional social structures poses fundamental ethical and moral questions, forcing her 

to face difficult decisions and situations that challenge her morality, thereby 

contributing to the complexity of her emotional architecture. 

3.2 The Three-Dimensionality of the Character and the Transformation Arc 

In the HBO series, the character is portrayed by an actress who does not physically 

resemble the character designed for the original video game (2013). In the series, the 

character has harsher features compared to the fan film, where Ellie closely resembles 

the physical profile from the video game. In the fan film, Ellie exhibits traits typical of 

hegemonic beauty and is physically more feminine. Both versions of the character wear 

cargo-style clothing, and certain interactive elements are used to reflect aspects of her 

personality. For example, in the series, the joke book highlights her interest in reading 

and humor, while in the fan film, the use of the guitar serves to strengthen the bond 

between Joel and Ellie. The actress chosen to portray Ellie in the series delves into the 

psychological aspects of the character through intense scenes linked to Ellie's 

orphanhood and loneliness in this post-apocalyptic world. For example, there are scenes 

where Ellie confronts her co-star, Riley, about her absence. Chapter 7 explores the 

relationship Ellie had with her best friend. Nearly the entire episode is dedicated to this 

relationship, presenting them as a couple through various details: from Riley sneaking 

in through the window at dawn, inviting Ellie to a special place (like a date), to the 

moment where they draw close, touch faces, and finally kiss—all common elements of 

how romance is depicted in mainstream American media. In this context, the female 

characters exhibit traits of masculine femininity [26], meaning they adopt roles usually 

identified as masculine. Conversely, in the fan film, Ellie's revenge is vital and 

transcendent; she is shown as an empowered homosexual character, but this aspect is 

not the focus of the narrative. There are moments she spends with Dina (her new 

partner), but nothing explicit is shown. The fandom does not emphasize this theme; 

instead, it focuses more on ensuring the character's physical resemblance or depicting 

key narrative situations similar to those in the video game. The relationship with Joel, 

seen in the analyzed episode, illustrates how Ellie, based on past events, decides to save 

Joel, something she could not do for Riley before. 

Psychologically, the character is more profound in the series because her conflict is 

tied to the feelings she has for someone of the same sex. In the fan film, her sexuality 

is defined, but it is not developed in depth. Nevertheless, in both products, Ellie's 

psychological dimension presents her as a rebellious girl, who keeps secrets, is 

courageous, skilled, intelligent, a reader, curious, sarcastic, distrustful, daring, and 
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perceptive. While in the analyzed episode of the series, she retains a certain innocence 

about how the world works, characteristic of her age and separation from the outside 

world, in the fan film, she is already an adult homosexual woman who goes on to form 

a family. 

- "If you came back, we could. We are the future; we could make things better, become 

leaders. You could become a leader. I'll be 17 in a month; at this age, they assign you your role." 

- "Do you know what role they gave me? Sewage..." 

- "Shit..." 

- "Standing guard while others pick up crap, that's what they think of me." 

- "Why didn't you tell me before?" 

- "I don't know, I panicked and ran. And with every second I was outside, it became harder to 

come back. Does that make sense?" 

- "I understand, I would have done the same thing as you, I think." 

Note: [45]. 

Initially, she puts the father-daughter bond on hold, distancing herself from Joel 

because of the lie he told to save her, as the first part of the video game ends with Joel 

saving her from being used to find a cure, which would have resulted in her death. 

When she wakes up, already saved, Joel lies to her, saying that there were others like 

her (immune). In the fan film, this past determines that Ellie had been distant from Joel 

when he was killed, so she does not hesitate to seek out the killers to avenge him. 

Therefore, Ellie does not question doing morally reprehensible things as long as she 

has a goal that she deems correct [39, 41]. Moreover, the development of her 

transformation arc is forged from her growing relationship with Joel, which evolves 

into a father-daughter bond. On the other hand, the relationship between Riley and Ellie 

is developed as a romantic relationship and is tested when they are suddenly bitten. 

Ellie realizes that this budding relationship has come to an end, and both decide to stay 

together until the end. In the fan film, Ellie openly lives her homosexuality, becoming 

part of a same-sex family with Dina, a woman who is a mother to a child. These 

representations show an already accepted homosexuality in the fan film, and thus, this 

aspect is not explored further. As in the video games, what prevails is Ellie's emotional 

journey. What can be appreciated is that she continues to be portrayed as a woman who 

adopts behaviors that mimic those of her male peers [26]. It should be noted that this 

mimicking [25] is inherent to the main storyline, where the toughness required for 

survival is reflected in everything from the characters' physical appearance to their 

gestures and behaviors, regardless of gender. Both young women try to survive, but 

within the power structure of the quarantine zones, they are placed in different classes 

according to the skills they demonstrate. Riley lacks the necessary qualities to become 

an officer in Fedra and thus escapes. She is African American and is not seen as a strong 

enough leader within that structure to be considered a potential officer, instead being 

assigned tasks that require little skill or intelligence. From the characters' dialogues, it 
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becomes apparent that Ellie supports this structure that allows her to survive, where her 

peace of mind depends on the acceptance of male authority. 

In the case of Riley and Ellie, for a woman to survive in dignified jobs, she must be 

a leader, and leadership is associated with the strength and intelligence that the authority 

does not recognize in Riley's character. Intersectionality reveals that race and class play 

a role in the narrative of queer representation. Both characters with a clear masculine 

femininity within the power structure of the story are not considered equal due to 

reasons of class, race, and background. Ellie is a white woman, projected as an officer 

and unfamiliar with family life; Riley is African American, assigned to surveillance 

tasks, and yearns for a past where she had a family, making her more nostalgic and 

sensitive. These cultural products highlight how fiction can serve as a medium to 

consolidate a certain hegemony of content that may even have a political tint [20, 22]. 

4 Conclusions 

The significant difference between the canon and fan-produced works lies in the 

narrative treatment of queerness. These non-binary identities, personified by Ellie and 

Riley, demonstrate that in this post-apocalyptic world, women do not conform to 

hegemonic beauty standards and play by the rules of a patriarchal world to survive, 

adopting behaviors associated with masculinity. In the fan film, Ellie's conflict revolves 

around revenge, and the most notable aspect of this production is how it normalizes and 

acknowledges the qualities of the queer character without focusing much on her gender 

identity. Conversely, in the selected episode of the series, the conflict is directly related 

to accepting her identity. The three-dimensionality of Ellie varies between the series 

and the fan film. The series explores her internal conflict regarding her identity, while 

the fan film presents her internal universe as a given without further development. Both 

versions highlight her rebelliousness, intelligence, and survival skills. The series delves 

deeper into her emotional conflict, while the fan film emphasizes her quest for revenge. 

Power relations and social structures also influence the narrative, with significant 

differences based on race and class, especially in Riley's representation. These cultural 

products make various forms of femininity visible and reflect how fiction, through its 

modes of production, can consolidate hegemonies of content with possible political 

undertones. Finally, this paper promotes the narrative analysis of transmedia 

audiovisual products from a gender perspective among students and/or professionals in 

audiovisual communication. It also contributes to strengthening media competencies 

from a gender perspective, thereby contributing to the Communication and Gender 

field. 
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