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Introduction

Like all media consumption, fictional content is political. It allows us to form social and
cultural communities, and to orient us towards common political matters (Antoniazzi &
Bengesser, 2022, pp. 3-4). Such a statement is not alien to scholars in cultural studies, who
for a long time have pointed to the importance of fictional audiovisual content for shaping
identities and public connections (see e.g., Kellner, 1990; 2003; McGuigan, 2005; Couldry
et al., 2007; Street 2012, Naerland, 2019; see Van Belle et al., 2025 for an overview).

With the rise of transnational streaming platforms, researchers have noted changes in
both production and viewer behavior which affects how fictional content orients audiences
towards the public sphere (Neerland, 2019). Global streamers deploy a “grammar of
transnationalization” in their efforts to reach global audiences at the outset (Jenner, 2024),
compared to how local and regional platforms traditionally produce for local audiences,
where only occasionally a show which “travels” (Raats & Jensen, 2021). This transnational
grammar has led to a relativization of geography, letting series be set locally, but drawing
on universal notions of for instance how urban areas attracting criminals look (Harrod and
Moine, 2023). The transnationalization of media in general has caused scholars to raise
concerns that the decrease of local imaginaries might reduce citizen subjectivity (Fraser
2014). Asmar et al. (2025) warn that seeking global audiences obscures important aspects
of political problems as it leans on the circulation of generalized and globally viable
discourses on political matters. Fictional contents’ contribution to more specific and nuanced
understandings of (local) political problems are thus eroded. Adding to this, streaming
platforms’ non-linearity and increased personalization has led to new, more individualized
consumption practices (Lotz, 2017), including bingeing and fast-forwarding, affecting
temporalities, subjectivities and interpretations (Buonanno, 2019; Lobato, 2019, p. 135;
Frey, 2021; Johnson et al., 2022; Glévarec et al., 2024; Jenner, 2021).

Viewing democracy as more than the institutions and processes for governing (see e.g.,
Runciman, 2019), this article seeks to understand how fictional content open possibilities for
imaginaries of solidarity. Being an important aspect of democratic society, solidarity has
been used to justify the development of the welfare state (Hillamo, 2014). Being an elusive
concept, we align with scholars who find that solidarity includes a notion of affinity across
differences with respect to upholding a set of shared moral values and includes a willingness
to help if needed (see e.g., Laitinen & Pessi, 2015; Schonhdfer, 2017; Wildt, 1999).

Swedish crime series, especially Nordic noir, are known to carry themes related to
political issues, socioeconomic inequalities, and criminality (Aberg, 2015; Hansen & Waade,
2017). Embedded in Nordic culture, the genre has been argued to build “understandings of
social, geographical, and political realms” (Chow et al., 2020: 12; Saunders, 2020) and a
Nordic identity or community (Askanius, 2019; Saunders & Bruun, 2021). Along with
changing political realities, the genre has increasingly dealt with globalization and societal
heterogeneity, while simultaneously featuring a nostalgic longing for the welfare state
(Hayward & Hall, 2021). Featuring diverse character representations, increasing a sense of
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belonging, and holding up a potentially critical lens to inequalities, the Nordic crime genre
could provide an arena for increased solidarity between different demographic groups.

However, in the current Swedish political context, where gang violence has become a top
political priority (Adam, 2024; Khoshnood, 2018; Rostami, 2017), and racialized young men
from the suburbs have been constructed as a security issue (Sukarieh & Tannock, 2018),
certain racialized communities have been turned into a “suitable enemy” (Christie, 2001).
Depictions of crime may contribute to such “othering” thus decreasing solidarity
(Schoénhofer, 2017).

Despite numerous studies on Nordic crime series and identity formation, little research
examines how they may shape imaginaries of solidarity. Moreover, while Nordic noir
developed in the 1970s, benefiting from the production conditions provided by public service
television (Sand & Vordal, 2021), Nordic-style crime narratives have increasingly been taken
up by transnational commercial players such as Netflix. Scholars argue this has reduced the
genre to a “banal Nordism” centered on commercial recognizability (Hansen, 2020, p. 133),
losing its connection to reality and its political edge (Hayward & Hall, 2021). This article uses
feminist and narrative theory to investigates three Swedish crime series produced for
different platforms, regarding what imaginations of solidarity they make possible.

We ask three questions:

1. How is sympathy for the main characters created?

2. How does the construction of the characters and the plot position the audience, i.e.

whose “gaze” is the audience to align with?

3. Given that platforms vary in their aspiration for global/local audiences, in what way

do this affect the production of imaginaries of solidarity?

The selection of Swedish-produced crime series was based on shows with the highest
popularity in Sweden in 2018-2023 (mms.se). These series are Thin Blue Line (Tunna Bla
Linjen, 2021—, produced for the public broadcaster SVT), Top Dog (2020-2023, produced
for the largest national commercial broadcaster, TV4), and Snabba Cash (2021-2025,
produced by the transnational platform Netflix).

After a discussion on theory and reading strategies in the next section, we present the
series and discuss how they depict the possibility of solidarity in the welfare state. This is
followed by analysis of the characters and the gaze of the three series, where we discuss
what opportunities they offer for solidarity. Here, we also link back to the platforms for which
the three series were produced.

Sympathy and Gaze

The analysis of the three series is based on narrative analysis of characters and plots and
relies on two tenets — the first relates to how the construction of the narrative creates
sympathy or antipathy for central characters, the second relates to the point from which the
story is told and what this suggests about the position the audiences are assumed to identify
with.
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According to Hillamo (2014), a welfare state requires a form of solidarity across different
groups that goes beyond formal rights and duties to legitimize redistribution and welfare
reforms. The development of the Nordic universal welfare state can thus be seen as a way
of managing and fostering solidarity to create a “fellowship of responsibilities and interests”
(Hillamo, 2014; Laitinen & Pessi, 2015, p. 22). Such fellowship requires a bridging of political
and social differences and—at a minimum—sympathy with people across differences
(Fenton, 2008). Film studies have extensively theorized identification and sympathy in fiction
(Neill, 1996; Smith, 2003). Unsurprisingly, similarities between the viewer and the character,
such as gender, race and age, or if the character is attractive, has been found to affect
audience engagement (Plantinga, 2009: 108; see also Vaage, 2014; Mora, 2017). In an
audience study focusing on gender and ethnicity, Mora (2017) shows that a character’s
“presocial behavior”, such as warmth and kindness, or the lack thereof, are important for
how audiences feel about characters. The popularity of crime series indicates that viewers
also sympathize with immoral characters. Vaage (2016) has identified narrative strategies
for making viewers sympathize with antiheroes, for instance through suspense, moral
positioning and the characters’ justifications for their behavior (Vaage, 2016).

The second tenet in our analysis draws on identifying the “gaze” inherent in the series.
Looking for the position from which the story is told (see e.g., Balint & Kovacs, 2017), we
seek to identify from whose point of view the audience should see the story. In her seminal
work on the male gaze, Laura Mulvey (1975) argued that seeing is gendered, and that
female spectatorship complicates theories on identification that assume a male viewer. She
pointed out how women are cinematically reduced to passive objects through three “gazes”
upon the female body: the male protagonist, the camera, and the audience looking through
the eyes of the male protagonist and the male crew’s formal choices (Mulvey, 1975, p. 17
for an overview of criticism on Mulvey, see Loshitzky, 2003). The male gaze was later
expanded to include the imperial gaze, rooted in colonialist and patriarchal structures
(Kaplan, 1997). In feminist theory, the “male gaze” has been connected to the broader power
vested in “seeing” when it comes to policing women’s appearances and men’s control of
women’s bodies (Bordo, 1994). Such theorizing aligns with a Foucauldian notion on the
disciplining power of the “gaze”, and with Stacey’s (1991) observation that “the male gaze”
must transcend the psychoanalytical framing to capture the wider social and material
context. As such, the “male gaze” has been used by feminists to understand, for instance,
how women are made responsible for men’s way of “seeing” them (Ase, 2000) and to put
forth notions of resistance and agency inherent in a “female gaze” (Cooper, 2000).

In this article we use “gaze” in its broader sense. We argue that constructions of
characters and narrative positions result in viewers taking on perspectives that produce
hierarchies, which affect what imaginaries of solidarity are produced. This aligns with Stuart
Hall (1997) and others (Shohat and Stam, 2014; Said, 2003) who have noted how fiction
differentiates between the normal and the deviant, creating a “bonding together of all of Us
who are ‘normal’ [viewers] into one ‘imagined community’” (Hall, 1997, p. 258). Beverly
Skeggs (2005) has found similar processes related to class, connecting the deficient
representation of the British working class to national public morality and its constitutive
limits. By portraying the white working class as racist, useless, and a blockage to modernity,
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media help middle-class viewers position themselves as “the vanguard of cosmopolitan
modernity,” maintaining a collective reassurance of middle-class values and creating
“symbolic order” (Skeggs, 2005, p. 970). The privileged position of the middle and ruling
classes when it comes to “narrativiz[ing] themselves” has also been found in Swedish
television (Jakobsson & Stiernstedt, 2018, p. 536).

Our analytical process began with both authors watching the first season. After selecting
important scenes, we investigated what information about the characters was revealed, how
the welfare state was represented, and where the characters found community and
solidarity. Later, we rewatched the scenes and analyzed the perspective from which the
story was told and what gaze was generated.

In the next sections, we present the plots of the three series. After that we explore how
sympathy and gaze are produced in Top Dog and Snabba Cash, which are narrated from
the criminals’ position. Thereafter we apply the same analysis to Thin Blue Line, which is
narrated from the police’s perspective. Finally, we will compare the three series and discuss
their implications for solidarity, as well as connect these findings to the different platforms
for which these series were produced.

Solidarity in the heterogeneous welfare state

The three series all describe an increasingly heterogeneous population and conflicts
between different groups in society. In Season One of Thin Blue Line, produced for SVT,
the viewers get to know the four main characters, Jesse (Per Lasson), Leah (Gizem
Erdogan), Magnus (Oscar Tdringe), and Sara (Amanda Jansson). The series portrays a
police department and its everyday toil in the city of Malmoe in southern Sweden. Malmoe
is known for hosting many migrants and has problems with segregation, crime, and violence.
One of the main characters, Leah (Gizem Erdogan), depicts a Jewish Swedish woman
whose grandfather immigrated to Sweden from Poland after experiencing holocaust. As
Jews are an official minority in Sweden, Leah is not an insider but not an outsider either—
at least, not to the extent a Muslim would be. In the media reception, Thin Blue Line is argued
to be realistic and stripped of the exaggerations often found in Nordic Noir (Oscarsson,
2021), yet it still features several of its characteristics, such as a dark atmosphere and a
critique of an insufficient welfare state.

Top Dog, produced for TV4, tells a story about criminality in Sédertalje, a town close to
the capital, known for problems with segregation, crime, and violence. The series features
criminals, lawyers, local politicians, and rich people, all involved in shady activities. The cast
is diverse, with a wide range of ethnicities and languages, but all characters of migrant
descent have connections to crime. In contrast, the lawyers are of Swedish descent, mostly
white and mostly male. The main characters are Teddy (Alexej Manvelov), a criminal of
Balkan descent who wants to start over and build an honest life, and Emily (Josefin
Asplund), a white Swedish lawyer seeking promotion, who turns out to have massive debts.
The two begin to work together, with shared interest in the sudden disappearance of one of
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Emily’s clients. Media reception of the series praised the actors’ performances (Soderqvist,
2020; Wenno, 2020) and underlined the intriguing connections between Sodertélje and the
upper-class neighborhood Ostermalm in the Swedish capital Stockholm.

Produced for Netflix, Snabba Cash focuses on Leya (Evin Ahmad), a single mother who
wants to “make it” with a startup company while working at a restaurant. The father of her
child is the deceased brother of a violent gang leader, Ravy (Dada Fungula Bozela). Ravy’s
closest ally, Salim (Alexander Abdallah), falls in love with Leya. Tomas Storm (Olle Sarri)—
the only character with a last name—is a rich entrepreneur who helps Leya realize her
dream. All characters are involved in crime, from gang members to company owners. The
press found season one to be elegant and intense, albeit tiresome (Fjellborg, 2021). Some
reviewers struggled with sympathizing with the characters and argued that the series attracts
an audience who, with “terrified delight,” wants to watch gang criminality (Lundstrom, 2021).

Thin Blue Line explicitly negotiates group conflicts. For instance, in one episode, the
police are assigned to guard a fascist protest during a simultaneous counterprotest. The
police characters repeatedly state that they defend freedom of speech and democracy,
rather than Nazis. Hence, they align with the idea of the democratic state, flawed but still
morally superior, as the node for creating solidarity. In contrast, Top Dog and Snabba Cash,
present the welfare state as part of the problem: missing, insufficient and racist. This
depiction creates an explanation for the anarchic power relations depicted. In Top Dog,
Teddy has been wrongly convicted and sent to jail. Moreover, the publicly provided home
care for his father fails, leaving Teddy’s sister to tend to their father's needs. In Snabba
Cash, Salim calls emergency services because his friend is injured in a shootout. However,
because he talks with an accent, the responder is slow - depicting structural racism - and
his friend dies in his arms. Adding to the sense of a breakdown of the state and lack of order,
the super-rich are portrayed as just as immoral as the gangs. This creates a feeling of
injustice because the rich have had every opportunity to choose a different, non-criminal
path. This increases the viewers’ understanding of the main characters: While the gangs
are despicable, most of their members are portrayed as having no choice, as they have
been abandoned by society.

The depiction of criminality in all three series may increase solidarity by reaffirming
viewers’ basic values across groups, but this process could equally include an expulsion of
the offenders (Schénhdfer, 2017). Hence, how the reaffirmation of common values is
produced is important for how solidarity may be imagined. An important difference between
Thin Blue Line and the other two series is that Thin Blue Line is narrated from the police
officers’ perspective, with crime as their everyday context rather than the plot of the series.
For this reason, we discuss Thin Blue Line separately. First, however, we discuss sympathy
and gaze in Top Dog and Snabba Cash.
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Sympathy in Top Dog and Snabba Cash

In Episode One of Top Dog, Emily wakes up in sleazy clothing, noticing someone
photographing her house. The photographer is a debt collector from the Enforcement
Authority (Kronofogden). He is taking photos to prepare for a forced sale of Emily’s house.
In the next scene, Emily wears fancy clothing, with a trainee beside her, and viewers learn
she is a successful lawyer at the law firm Lejon. The initial portrayal of her as underdog with
debts, despite working at a prestigious law firm, creates a suspenseful ambiguity: How will
she manage? As noted by Vaage (2016), suspense can be used to make viewers empathize
with a character experiencing a tense situation or suffering, even if they don’t identify with
the character. Further, another of Vaage’s strategies is found in how Emily, while sometimes
behaving immorally, is consistently portrayed as morally superior to her lawyer colleagues.

The other main character, Teddy, is arguably the most sympathetic character in the
series; he is introduced when being released from prison. Teddy packs a Dostoyevsky novel
in his bag, signaling intellectual depth as contrast to him being a criminal. When he arrives
home, his sister and father (exhibiting dementia) greet him, informing the audience that
Teddy is a loved family member with a sick father, strengthening the sympathy for him.
Teddy is morally superior as he objects to others’ unnecessary violence. His own violent
behavior is always narratively motivated, which constitutes a narrative strategy to elicit
sympathy (Vaage 2016). In addition, the audience is informed that Teddy has had a love
affair with a guard in prison, resulting in a daughter with whom Teddy wishes to build a
relationship. Teddy’s pride as a father and the problems he faces seeking to spend time with
his daughter create an element of suspense, positioning the audience to feel with him.

The concepts of family and home play a special role in Top Dog, where they are both an
impossible ideal and the justification for immoral behavior. Teddy longs for the middle-class
ideal of a stable family life. He wishes to be a father, and he wants to keep his nephew out
of criminality. Despite his best efforts, his entanglement in criminality tragically makes him
realize that he endangers his family by being near them. Top Dog gives a complex image
of how the criminal gang and Teddy’s family are intertwined. In his inability to achieve the
middle-class ideal, Teddy is profoundly lonely. Indirectly, this situation confirms the middle-
class standard, and the audience sympathizes with those who try to accomplish the ideal
but fail.

In the first scenes of Snabba Cash Leya aggressively but successfully convinces an older
white man to invest in her startup. Afterwards she parties with snobbish young people taking
cocaine. The next morning, her son’s tiny hand wakes Leya up, revealing her to be a single
mother who is late for her meeting with the investor. As she arranges childcare and enters
the building where she rents an office, it turns out that she has been evicted because of
delayed payment. The investor's promised contract remains unrealized. Her situation
becomes even more problematic when she lies to her future business partner that the
contract is in place. Despite her deceptive character and little information on her emotions
and experiences, there are openings for the viewers to sympathize with Leya as a single
mom in a very stressful situation. Her untenable situation is particularly underlined in one
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scene where a threatening gang member is allowed to collect Leya’s son from daycare,
putting both Leya and her son in danger. This scene compels the audience to feel sympathy
for her. Although several narrative strategies for creating viewer sympathy are deployed,
there are also narrative countermoves in which she breaches with important notions of how
women are depicted as likeable. In one scene, Leya brings her son to commemorate the
death of his father but shows no feelings, possibly being interpreted as cold. Her mothering
practices are depicted as a constant search for babysitters and in the final episode, she
proudly pours stacks of money in front of her son, making the viewer think that she puts
money before care. As noted by Mora (2017), gender and the display of a lack of “prosocial”
features such as warmth, selflessness and friendliness tend to cause dislike among viewers.

Salim is introduced by a scene depicting him as a wedding singer performing at the
restaurant where Leya works. In the next scene, Salim follows two young drug dealers into
a mall and shoots them. Despite this introduction, Salim becomes the most sympathetic
character, partly because he is depicted as truly loving Leya and caring for her son. He
provides the audience with an expectation of him “rescuing” Leya from her immoral living,
as he wants to leave the gang and start living a normal family life. His struggles with the
violent way of life lead to sleeping issues, drug abuse and loneliness, making the audience
understand that he does not really want to engage in violence. In the end, Salim sacrifices
his life for Leya. Hence, despite being a criminal, his character is likeable, not least because
he represents an ideal masculinity in how he sacrifices himself for Leya and cares for her
son.

Gaze in Snabba Cash and Top Dog

In Snabba Cash and Top Dog, differences in living conditions and ethnicity are illustrated by
geographical segregation. This is especially visible in Top Dog, where Teddy lives in
Sodertalje, a “problem area” near Stockholm, while Emily lives in a well-off area with large
villas and works in the upper-class neighborhood Ostermalm. Emily and Teddy constantly
traverse these spaces, with shots of the highway bridge connecting Sodertalje with the rest
of the region, visually demarcating difference and transition. This can be read as both an
illustration and a critique of how structural racism creates segregated cities (see e.g., Powell,
2007), determining their inhabitants’ conditions and opportunities.

Both series provide some stereotypical authenticity to the characters by having them
speak “Rinkeby Swedish,” a variety of Swedish spoken by immigrant residents, and wearing
clothes coded as typical for racialized inhabitants (see Browne, 2015). Thus, characters are
immediately recognizable as racialized gang members. These characters are placed in
parallel to rich and seemingly successful white ethnic Swedes—such as Tomas Storm in
Snabba Cash and the rich lawyers in Top Dog—who are portrayed as equally corrupt and
criminal.

Although these stories are told through the perspectives of criminal characters, we
interpret both series as being intended for a middle-class audience, with the camera gaze
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peeping into the dangerous unknown from a safe distance. The audience is not supposed
to identify with the characters; even if the series intend the viewers to feel for them, they are
constructed as “other.” In Top Dog, the gang characters are contrasted with depictions of
equally stereotyped “normal” Swedes, such as Sara, with whom Teddy has a daughter, and
her partner Thomas. Thomas is a social worker, a proponent of a “Swedish” 50/50 co-
parenting ideal, and initially very kind and including toward Teddy. Later, however, when
Sara is harmed by an explosion caused by the revenge of Teddy’s ex-prison mate, Thomas
makes it clear that Teddy has no place in their happy middle-class family. Although this
episode is narrated from Teddy’s perspective and the audience is positioned to feel that the
events have evolved in an unjust way, the narration also makes Thomas’ expulsion of Teddy
understandable as he performs within the boundaries of a protective masculinity (Young,
2003).

Interestingly, Top Dog is the only series with an explicit male gaze. Men are portrayed as
protectors, and female characters, apart from Emily, are either “mothering” (e.g., Teddy’s
sister takes care of their father) or sexually promiscuous (e.g., a hairdresser who is sexually
involved with the rich man Emily is searching for). Although Emily is attractive, strong and
morally superior to others at the law firm, she is unreliable and betrays Teddy. Thus, she
ends up portrayed as the stereotype of an attractive but dangerous woman. Since Emily
represents an ethnically Swedish woman, and deceives the racialized, sympathetic Teddy,
her character problematizes the intersection of gender and ethnicity. This can be contrasted
to Leya in Snabba Cash, who also represent an agentic and street-smart woman. She is,
however, presented as cold also in relation to Salim, who loves her and wants nothing more
than to protect her. However, Leya is intent on protecting herself and when Salim gets
himself killed partly because of his loyalty to Leya, she implements her original but cruel
plan. These differences in how gender relations are portrayed in Top Dog and Snabba Cash
indicate that the middle-class gaze is slightly differently gendered in the two series. Both
series rely on a protective masculinity, but in Snabba Cash, attempts to stage this
masculinity fails, creating a necessity for women not to rely on protection. In Top Dog on the
other hand, the agency of Swedish Emily comes forth as threatening, not only to (racialized)
Teddy, but also for the possibilities of realizing the “normal” family, hinting at notions of
Swedish gender equality being a threat.

The two series present a similar “peeping” middle-class gaze, which may include both
ethnic and non-ethnic well-integrated Swedes. The peeking into the world of criminality
allows lawful viewers to construct themselves as better, and to draw a strict line towards
those who are not worthy of being included in the community of solidarity. However, the
narrative rests on a strong and critical notion of injustice on behalf of some of the characters,
most prominently Teddy in Top Dog and Salim in Snabba Cash. This injustice servs to allow
for imagining a potential entry into the community of solidarity by creating a “proper” family.
However, the depiction of injustice is so strong that we also read the series as giving up on
the possibilities for the welfare state to provide reforms with sufficient bridging power for
those among the outgroup who potentially deserve to be included. Symbolically, in the final
scenes of Top Dog, Teddy ends up at the Sddertalje bridge, killing his best friend who has
betrayed him. The potential for solidarity in Top Dog is vested in the family, which is depicted
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to have the potential to provide connections across both ethnicity and class. However, this
solution is undermined by the depiction of Swedish women (represented by Emily) as
deceptive, and of the welfare state as insufficient. In Snabba Cash there is no hope for
solidarity based on a sense of community, the only way to be part of a community and
survive is through power and brute force. There is no protection to be expected from the
welfare state, nor from family members. This harsh individual regime makes solidarity
impossible to imagine.

Sympathy and gaze in Thin Blue Line

Thin Blue Line is a crime series told from the police’s perspective. Most characters are
presented with complexity and emotional depth as they juggle professional and private
problems. Jesse struggles with a pending divorce. Sara has just migrated from the rural
north to Malmoe in the south. She is haunted by a traumatic experience from her past. She
becomes romantically involved with her patrolling partner, Magnus, while maintaining a
relationship back home. Magnus has experienced abuse from his working-class father and
has a drug-addicted sister. Leah struggles to balance her work priorities with the demands
from her (immigrant) grandfather. The characters make mistakes, but they are portrayed as
basically good and trying to do their best as police protecting the public, making them good
representatives of an underlying solidarity.

Two characters offer important clues in terms of gaze. First, class is underlined in scenes
where Magnus must deal with his working-class parents who are depicted to be narrow-
minded, with racist opinions, demanding Magnus’ help with various tasks while at the same
time not respecting him. Second, integration into Swedish society is important to the middle-
class and represented by Leah. Leah’s grandfather, who migrated to Sweden long ago,
owns a small grocery store. He is continuously harassed by young men of Arab descent,
and he constantly points out to Leah that he does not receive sufficient help from the police.
Leah struggles with helping him while being loyal to the police force. This illustrates her
ambivalent position as a racialized police officer. Through Leah, the audience is positioned
to feel the impossible situation her grandfather is in. At the same time, the grandfather is
portrayed as a difficult person who demands a bit too much, which can be perceived as very
“‘un-Swedish.” The perspective of the young, racialized boys harassing Leah’s grandfather
is lacking, creating a hierarchy where tolerance and inclusion may be extended to people
whom “we” know, even if they behave “un-Swedish,” but not to those we do not know.

The well-integrated middle-class position of the police officers is from where the narrative
is told, and also how it assumes the audience to watch it. The series intertwines a criticism
against structural racism with a tolerant approach used to explain individual expressions of
racism, this gaze allows the audience to construct themselves as non-racist. For instance,
in the first episode, a young white Swedish girl disappears in a park; in a parallel plot, a
teenage asylum-seeking boy of color disappears. When Magnus and Sara search the
apartment of a convicted pedophile while looking for the girl, they find a teenage boy hidden
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in the bathroom. Since they are not working on that case, they are unaware that he has also
gone missing and they fail to rescue him. The insufficient organization of the police force is
depicted as the explanation for this racialized outcome. Throughout the series, similar
events are attributed to the police facing time constraints and limited resources, portraying
how the organization of the police have racialized consequences.

Leah, the main racialized character, is alone in speaking up against racism in the force.
In one episode, politicians have decided to introduce inspection areas, a debated issue at
the time the series was aired, where the police are free to body-search inhabitants in the
name of protection. In the series the reform is framed as a governmental decision made with
little knowledge of reality. Leah addresses the racism inherent in the fact that only “certain
types of people” are being searched. She argues with Magnus, who considers the measure
to be appropriate to stop criminality. This scene hints at notions that only those affected are
able to “see” racism. Hence, Magnus’ is not presented as being racist, but rather as not able
to sense the racist elements from his position as an ethnic Swede. Later, Leah and Jesse
escort an ambulance into a “problem” zone, and—because of the extra time this demands—
the ambulance arrives too late. The father of the family has died. The family members cry,
and the teenage son asks, “Is it because we live here [in this racialized problem area]?” This
scene supports Leah’s position about racism, thus portraying a social critique making it
possible for the audience to take a stance against structural racism.

Individual racism within the police is exemplified in a series of scenes. For instance, in
episodes where Leah works with Bjorn, an older, sexist, and racist colleague. Bjorn states
that migrants the “old” Swedish way of organizing around common values is irreconcilable
with the “clan society” brought into the country by immigrants. “There are too few Zlatans
and too many gangsters. The only thing that works is to chop off the head of the roosters,
preferably in front of the chicks,” Bjorn says, implying that the only “good” migrant is one
who performs exceptionally, like Zlatan Ibrahimovic, the Swedish football player with
Croatian and Bosnian roots. The discourse on Zlatan as a “good” immigrant is a common
discursive trope in Sweden (see also Jansson, 2013). Bjorn is portrayed as lazy and
ineffective. He is represented as side-lined within the organization, making the audience
understand that he will soon be replaced by younger and better colleagues, who
impersonate a better and more updated version of a “good” policeman in multicultural
Sweden. However, his behavior leaves the sympathetic and anti-racist Leah in a hopeless
position to make things better while working with him.

In another scene, Magnus’ addict sister is hospitalized because of an overdose. The
working-class father claims that the Middle Eastern doctor, who speaks with a slight accent,
“‘doesn’t speak Swedish.” In previous scenes the parents’ frustration and inability to accept
the sister’s addiction was portrayed, making it possible to interpret this racist remark as an
expression of stress. While this does not excuse their behavior, it makes it comprehensible.

These examples show how “explanations” for recurring individual acts and expressions
of racism performed by white, otherwise reasonable individuals (not nazis) are narratively
justified. Such racism is explained by a lack of understanding on behalf of the character, as
something which is connected to the past or as rooted in stress, class and narrow-
mindedness. All the above examples and explanations for racism are also linked to current
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discursive repertoires, which makes the characters understandable as potentially flawed,
but not evil. These scenes make it possible for the audience to distance themselves from
such behavior and simultaneously “understand” the reasons for these characters to hold
racist views, while still considering them to share basic (Swedish) values. These narrative
mechanisms are amplified by the fact that individual racism is ascribed to working-class
characters, such as Magnus parents or to sidelined colleagues, such as Bjorn, while the
main characters are seen to distance themselves from the expressions of racism. Leah
explicitly argues against Bjorn, while Magnus is clearly uncomfortable with his parents’
behavior at the hospital. In line with Skeggs’ (2005) analysis of the UK, we argue that the
portrayals in Thin Blue Line distances the middle-class from the working-class. However,
adding to Skeggs’ analysis, we read the Thin Blue Line to do this by creating a position of
tolerance, as the series tend to “explain” racist expressions within reasonable limits. The
white middle-class gaze thus constructs racism as a flaw, albeit human. Simultaneously,
racialized but well-integrated middle-class Swedes can position themselves as “better” than
the criminals, and as tolerant toward the racist white working-class.

This gaze, however, leaves out how racism is experienced by Swedes of migrant descent.
In one example, a Muslim teen is killed on a football field. The investigation gets stuck, and
no perpetrator is found. Leah is seen observing a veiled woman with a small child
commemorating her killed son, her body language exuding sadness. We only see the
mother in a long shot, without dialogue. Later, Leah sees a heart with the text “we will never
forget you” displayed by the football field. Although this is an emotional moment, these
emotions are not communicated by characters directly experiencing grief. Rather, they
create a generalized sadness regarding the state of society. This scene contrasts with
another event where the narrative gives extended screen time to the deep grief of the
parents of a white girl killed in an explosion.

We argue that the gaze in Thin Blue Line is cosmopolitan ethnic Swedish or well-
integrated immigrant middle class. This gaze positions the audience as being distanced from
individual racism, objecting structurally racist reforms, and tolerating the narrow-minded,
everyday racist white working class. Hence, the working class is allowed into the community
of shared values, underpinning the possibility for solidarity. Other criminal and racist
behavior, for instance that performed by the young Arab boys toward a Jewish shop-owner
(Leah’s grandfather), and the Nazi demonstration, is not made understandable, and thus
used to demarcate a limit. As noted by Schoénhéfer (2017), depictions of reforms to uphold
law and order may—if implemented with concern for how they affect different groups—
increase solidarity. In the case of Thin Blue Line, solidarity between different groups of ethnic
Swedes, as well as between ethnic and non-ethnic Swedes, is made possible through the
tolerance of (Swedish) middle class — and their power to decide who is well-integrated and
understandable and who is not. In this context, Leah is an important character, since she
embodies a bridge between ethnic Swedes and immigrants. The sometimes-hopeless
situations Leah sometimes finds herself in represents the challenges of creating a society
based on solidarity across groups. However, by using Leah to bridge Swedes and
immigrants, the series places the burden of mitigating racism and bridging groups on those
who, like Leah, are racialized. The series thus implies that racialized inhabitants must prove
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themselves worthy of being included in the community of solidarity, like Leah who works
together with other police officers for the good of society. This depiction of worthiness aligns
closely to discourses about “well-integrated” immigrants being colleagues and friends, the
immigrants “we” know.

Comparative discussion

All three series create sympathy for the characters by depicting their situation as complex
and to an extent out of their control. Thin Blue Line places the police characters within a
reality with too little resources at work and juggling personal problems. The characters’
efforts to do right, uphold law and order, and care for common values make them the tools
of the welfare state to uphold the basis for solidarity. From a societal perspective, Thin Blue
Line depicts a complex society in which issues such as sexual violence, racism, and socio-
economic hardship require a skilled and professional police force to protect society from
falling into anarchy.

Top Dog and Snabba Cash portray the welfare state as incapable of dealing with
criminality and as being deeply racist, resulting in a society where money and brutal force
reigns. The audience’s sympathy for Teddy in Top Dog and Salim in Snabba Cash relies
equally on their benevolent masculinity and their longing to escape criminality and start a
family. The depiction of Leya and Emily on the other hand combine pulls toward both
sympathy and antipathy. Leya is depicted as being in an untenable situation, while she is
also portrayed as breaking with motherhood. Further, she comes forth as cold and selfish.
Emily is attractive and agentic, but deceptive. Both are described as aligning with a strict
regime based on the individual survivor, thus closing the doors for the possibility of a “proper”
altruistic family.

Despite this, the two series simultaneously portray crime and deception as leading to
chaos, brutality and loss of life. This excludes both gangs and super-rich criminals from
being worthy to be included in the community of solidarity. In this context, the depictions of
a proper family become the only seed of hope for a common morality that can enable
solidarity.

While being narrated from different perspectives — the police or the criminals — all three
series have a similar gaze, which can be described as white or well-integrated middle-class.
Importantly, this gaze does not exclude other viewers; rather, it implies the hegemony of a
certain position. For example, female viewers have been trained in the male gaze, and
people of color have been trained in white colonial gazes (see, e.g., Fanon ea., 2001). The
result is that viewers identify with a different position than their own. Internalizing the gaze
necessitates a twofold conceptualization of the self, which has been noted by Simone de
Beauvoir (2011/1953) as a part of holding a subjected position. The gaze in Thin Blue Line
offers a possibility for solidarity in and through the welfare state. Although pointing to the
state’s weaknesses, this state is what upholds order. Integration is possible, which is
exemplified by Leah, who has earned the right to be included. Further, tolerance for a certain
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“banal” or everyday racism serves to include white working-class Swedes in the community
of solidarity.

In contrast, Snabba Cash and Top Dog seem to reject the possibility of solidarity, except
regarding the family. The two series criticize the welfare state for being racist, and its
shortcomings to include all residents figure as an explanation for the criminal environments.
Criminality is further connected to race, which—as noted by Schoénhdéfer (2017)—is
detrimental to a broader notion of solidarity, since it strengthens the solidarity among “us”
by excluding “them.”

Connecting our findings to the platforms, we find that Thin Blue Line presents a more
complex understanding of a heterogeneous society and its problems, including the welfare
state. This aligns not only with the public service mission to represent a diverse society but
also with the public service tradition of social critique in fictional form and the origins of the
Nordic noir genre. The series is embedded in the Swedish context through the extensive
use of Malmoe as location, as well as important contemporary events and discussions in
Swedish society (visitation areas, nazi demonstrations, the high-performing immigrant
personified by Zlatan etc.).

The TV4-produced series Top Dog is equally embedded in the Swedish context in terms
of place and recurring locations relevant to the plot. Especially recognizable here is the
bridge to Sodertélje and the posh office situated in Ostermalm. Other references to Swedish
culture, albeit a bit stereotypical, are (flawed) public home aid, the Enforcement Authority
and the prevalence of 50/50-parenting. However, compared to Thin Blue Line, Top Dog
lacks in depth in its representation of society and its problems.

Of the three series, Snabba Cash (produced for Netflix), is the least connected to the
Swedish and Nordic context and might fall under the category of “banal Nordism” (Hansen,
2020, p. 133). Its only connection to the Nordic context is language; otherwise, this series
could play out anywhere in the world through its generic depiction of “the projects” or a fancy
office space. Only minor things are recognizable to Swedes (e.g. public childcare), but these
cultural markers are used sparsely and only when it is necessary to produce a conflict in the
narrative, the example being that Ravy picks up Leya’s son from daycare, which creates a
threatening situation. Otherwise, daycare is largely absent and Leya is constantly finding
babysitters for her son, also during daytime when daycare is available. The transnational
grammar can thus be seen to be most influential on Netflix, targeting a global audience
without deeper knowledge about the local context.

Conclusion

This article has investigated how fiction produced by and for transnational, regional and
public service platforms respectively open possibilities for imaginaries of solidarity. We
found that Thin Blue Line, presents a hope for solidarity through the welfare state. Despite
depicting a state which is crumbling under the weight of an increasingly heterogeneous and
segregated population and scarce resources, it maintains the idea of the welfare state as
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the hope for law, order and solidarity. While allowing for working-class everyday racist
population segments and well-integrated immigrants to be included in the community of
solidarity, the series also demarcates against structural racism, as well as against (often
racialized) criminals. Top Dog and Snabba Cash, amplifies the notion of solidarity between
“us” through excluding racialized criminals. While critically presenting structural racism and
the inability of the welfare state to produce all-inclusive solidarity as the cause of crime, the
two series present the less radical traditional family as the only remaining route to solidarity.
And even this avenue might be problematic because of the demands for individual survival
in the criminal world, or the massive hindrances for acquiring a proper family, including
features such as deceptive and too independent women.

Especially Thin Blue Line, but also Top Dog provide local context, while Sweden is merely
the setting and not important for the story in Snabba Cash. From our reading, opening for
imaginations for societal solidarity which go beyond the “family” seems to necessitate
engagement with a specific society or state apparatus. In Snabba Cash, we understand the
grammar of transnationalization to reduce contextual aspects, thus leaning on globally
comprehensible features such as mother-child relations, family or strictly individualist
regimes, which lessen the possibilities for imaginaries of solidarity. Hence, the importance
of contextualization for creating imaginations of solidarity illustrates the importance of
local/regional content in the face of global streaming culture.
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