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Abstract 
 

The subject matter of this thesis is the examination of how the two Norwegian teen television 

dramas Skam 3 and 17 represent masculinity. I approach this matter by conducting a study of 

genre and a study of character. In the former I deploy John Fiske’s remarks on gendered 

television in order to investigate to what extent the genre affiliations (soap opera in the case 

of Skam 3 and suburban realism in regard to 17) stand in relation to the representations of 

masculinity. Taking this as a point of departure, I look closer at the development and 

construction of the main characters Isak and Abdi in regard to three key identity markers: 

sexuality, ethnicity and race, and class. Basing my remarks on Raewyn Connell’s four 

masculinity patterns, I conclude that both protagonists exhibit hegemony in some respects 

(Abdi in regard to sexuality, Isak in regard to ethnicity, race, and class) and subordination or 

marginalization in regard to others (Isak in terms of sexuality, Abdi in terms of ethnicity, 

race, and class). I argue further that Isak’s masculinity is marked by an individualized 

subordination, whereas Abdi’s masculinity is marked by an institutional marginalization. 

Finally, I answer my main research question of how masculinity is represented through the 

two main characters in concluding that both are examples of a representation of plural 

masculinity. 
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1 Introduction 
 

Toxicity and fragility (Salam, 2019), men in crisis (Wong, 2018), the Incel-community 

(Ging, 2017), and men after #MeToo (Godwin, 2018) – these are only a few of the issues and 

buzzwords connoted with masculinity and how one should be “male” in current academic and 

non-academic discourses. Despite the variety of these terms and concepts, they all point to 

one thing: the necessity for renegotiating and discussing how we conceptualize masculinity 

today. This thesis seeks to contribute to this undertaking by focusing on a relatively 

overlooked aspect of masculinity theory: the representation of the teenage masculinity of 

male characters in Norwegian teen drama series. 

Several scholars have suggested that the transition from childhood to adulthood is 

particularly difficult for today’s young men. This can be grounded in three main aspects. 

Firstly, manhood has often been described as something elusive or precarious that is not 

merely achieved through biological transitions but has to be reassured through social 

accomplishments (Vandello, Bosson, Cohen, Burnaford, & Weaver, 2008, p. 1329). This 

elusiveness makes it difficult to clearly define masculinity. Secondly, the transition to 

adulthood of today’s teenagers is complicated by their digital citizenship1. Growing up in a 

world shaped by globalization and new technologies, their experience of growing up is 

significantly different from that of their parents’ generation (Seidler, 2006b, p. 20). Through 

the Internet they can access varied sources of information, which leads to the questioning of 

their own way of being raised and the authorities they are confronted with (Seidler, 2006b, p. 

21). A third aspect that shapes the coming of age-experience of male teenagers today is the 

increasing awareness for and pursuit of gender equality. This circumstance can “create its 

own confusions for young men, unsure about what it means to be ‘a man’ alongside women 

who take for granted the claim to equal rights, even if they do not call themselves feminists” 

(Seidler, 2006b, p. 21). 

Due to this changed reality of male teenagers today it stands to question whether 

traditional concepts of defining and categorizing masculinity still hold, and this thesis wishes 

to explore this. In 1995, sociologist and masculinity researcher Raewyn Connell2 proposed 

                                                
1 Digital citizenship has been defined as ”the ability to participate in society online” (Mossberger, Tolbert, & 
McNeal, 2008, p. 1). The members of this society, digital citizens, make regular use of the Internet.  
2 As a male-to-female transgender individual, Connell wishes to be referred to as a woman in the past tense 
(Wedgwood, 2009, p. 338). Even if Masculinities (1995) has been published under the name Robert W. 
Connell, I will use the pronouns she/her when referring to the author. 
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four relational patterns to summarize the different forms of Western masculinity in her book 

Masculinities. These four patterns are hegemonic, complicit, subordinated, and marginalized 

masculinity (Connell, 1995, pp. 76-81), which I will return to in detail in the following 

chapter. While grounding my thesis theoretically in her proposed differentiation, I will 

nevertheless critically reflect upon the concept itself. Deriving from Connell’s definitions of 

masculinity, amongst others social scientist Sofia Aboim deployed the term plural 

masculinity. She finds plurality and hybridity to be the underlying principles of masculinity 

today (Aboim, 2010, p. 3). While Aboim studies the term in the context of complicit 

masculinities in regard to the social realm of family life in contemporary Portugal, I want to 

transfer this sociological concept to investigate its usefulness when examining the 

representation of Norwegian teenage masculinities on television. 

Thus far I have pointed out the main sociological aspects of my thesis’ undertaking, 

which concern (teenage) masculinity. In order to approach the issue from a media-centered 

perspective, I place my focus on the representation of teenage masculinity in teen television. 

The particularity of teen television is that it is made both for teens and about teens, and that it 

has the capability of mirroring important issues of media and teen culture today (Ross & 

Stein, 2008, p. 6). I want to examine two cases of teen television drama series that I find to 

fruitfully reflect and represent the living reality of male teenagers in Norway today: the third 

season of Skam (NRK, 2015-2017) and the so far only season of 17 (NRK, 2018-). Both 

series depict the everyday life of their main characters Isak (played by Tarjei Sandvik Moe) 

and Abdi (played by Mohammed Aden Ali) in their journey of coming of age, discovering 

and embracing their own identity, and establishing meaningful relationships. 

In examining Skam, I will shed light on Season Three of the show (hereafter Skam 3), 

which is centered on the high school pupil Isak. Isak experiences troubles in coming to terms 

with his sexuality when he falls in love with his schoolmate Even. Not only is he hesitant to 

admit this to those around him but most importantly to himself. By analyzing Skam 3, I will 

focus on the representation of teenage masculinity and homosexuality. 17 tells the story of 

the Somali-Norwegian teenager Abdi and his group of friends. Growing up on the outskirts of 

Oslo’s east side, Abdi has to maintain the balance between meeting his family’s and friends’ 

expectations and making his own decisions in life. 17 will serve as a point of reference for 

exploring the representation of young masculinity in an immigrant and working-class 

context. Ron Becker (2009, p. 122) calls television “a site where hegemonic masculinity gets 

negotiated, recuperated, and reimagined”. In a Western context, hegemonic masculinity is 
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generally defined by the “straight, white, middle-class, able-bodied, cisgender3” male 

(Kimmel & Wade, 2018, p. 235). Nowadays, television increasingly makes space for other, 

more diverse, complex, and plural masculinities to be represented and put into focus. The two 

teen television series I discuss are fruitful examples of that. 

I chose the two case studies for several reasons. The first and perhaps most obvious 

aspect is that they both feature a young male protagonist, and young male side characters in 

addition. This implies that the narratives largely focus on the concerns of these male teenage 

characters, which provides me with an adequate amount of material to be able to thoroughly 

analyze their representations. The second reason is that both examples represent masculinity 

within different genres, and different sexual and socio-cultural contexts. This allows me to 

illuminate and analyze various aspects of their masculinities in my thesis. A third important 

reason is that both television series were produced by the Norwegian public service 

broadcaster Norsk rikskringkasting (NRK). In the Nordic countries, public service 

broadcasters hold an important social mandate. Part of their institutional responsibility and 

social mission is to capture and feature a variety of social issues that concern their target 

audience, i.e. the diverse members of their modern-day societies. Syvertsen, Enli, Mjøs, and 

Moe have subsumed this ideal under the aspect of universality in their treatment of what they 

label the Nordic Media Welfare States (2014, p. 94). Moreover, the Nordic countries, 

including Norway, occupy a pioneering role when it comes to gender equality (World 

Economic Forum, 2018, pp. viii, 8). In light of this, it becomes particularly interesting to see 

how NRK represents teenage masculinity in television dramas. Furthermore, while numerous 

examinations of representations of (teenage) masculinity on television cover American or 

other English-speaking series (see Chapter 1.3), it is particularly teenage masculinity in 

Norwegian television that has received little academic attention so far. This research gap is 

where my thesis ensues. 

My analysis of the representation of teenage masculinity in Norwegian television is 

grounded in the overarching (and overlapping) fields of gender and the media. The 

exploration of gender representations in the media and in television is no recent phenomenon 

but has existed as an academic discipline since the 1970s (D'Acci, 2004, p. 377). In its 

beginnings, the study of television and gender representations largely focused on femininity 

(D'Acci, 2004, p. 378). This holds relevant to this day. A reason for this is that women 

                                                
3 In opposition to the term transgender, cisgender describes individuals who identify with the gender they have 
been assigned at birth (Aultman, 2014). 
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continue to be underrepresented in all kinds of media content. Even when being included, 

they are frequently featured in a sexualizing, stereotypical or subordinating manner – both in 

a global and in a Nordic context (Collins, 2011, p. 290; Mühleisen, 2007, pp. 172-173). In 

order to disclose these stereotyping representational patterns, the analysis and examination of 

female characters in audiovisual products is an indispensable undertaking. This leads me to a 

potential conflict for my thesis: In the context of a patriarchal Western society where the 

straight, white, middle-class male is deemed to be the most powerful, one might question the 

relevance of analyzing current representations of young, male masculinity in television series. 

More simply put, what need is there to focus one’s research on the representations of young 

men? 

I argue that aspects of heteronormativity, hierarchies of gender and masculinity, and a 

stereotype-based way of thinking can negatively affect people of all sexes and genders. 

Young men are not invulnerable to having to grow up facing changing societal and 

patriarchal expectations and constraints in connection to what is regarded as acceptable male 

character traits and behaviors (Randell, Jerdén, Öhman, Starrin, & Flacking, 2016, pp. 487-

488; Seidler, 2006b, pp. 7-9). Since both masculinity and its representation on television are 

socially constructed, I deem it important to shed light on two examples of television series 

that feature partly subordinated or marginalized versions of young masculinity: one in terms 

of sexuality (Skam 3), and the other in terms of ethnicity, race, and class (17). Both these 

representations and the following analysis seek to foreground these important alternatives to 

prevailing and destructive male stereotypes. 

The idea for this thesis originated when I discovered Skam online a couple of years 

ago. I had just moved to Oslo and was eager to improve my Norwegian skills and my 

knowledge of Norwegian society. Hence, watching a public service broadcaster-produced 

teenage drama seemed like the proper way to do so. I quickly became fascinated with the 

Skam-universe and decided to investigate it further in my academic work. While it was first 

the diverse female characters that made a lasting impression on me and that I wanted to 

dedicate this thesis to, I gradually became interested in the male characters as the perhaps less 

obvious object of analysis. When 17 came out in 2017 it constituted an interesting 

counterweight to the primarily white and privileged Skam-characters. Including it as a second 

object of investigation therefore allows me to explore other aspects of the representation of 

masculinity.  

I decided against featuring a third example of a representation of hegemonic 

masculinity in a Nordic or Norwegian teen television series to be able to exclusively focus on 
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examples that represent partly non-hegemonic patterns. Other scholars have argued that the 

Western hegemonic male (i.e. the white, straight, middle-class representative mentioned 

above) should not be neglected as an object of academic inquiry (Kimmel & Wade, 2018, p. 

235). In this thesis, however, I regard hegemonic traits of masculinity mainly in connection to 

how they relate to marginalized and subordinated masculinity patterns. The objective is then 

to lay out how the representations of Isak and Abdi respectively combine hegemonic and 

non-hegemonic masculinity traits. This shows that the two teenage characters do not simply 

fit into a singular masculinity pattern, but rather represent multiple masculinity traits at once 

and thus function as examples of a plural masculinity. 

 

1.1 Research Question 
The above remarks lead me to the formulation of my main research question: 

 

How do the Norwegian teen drama series Skam 3 and 17 represent masculinity 

through their main characters Isak and Abdi? 

 

In order to find an answer to this question, I would like to operationalize it by dividing it into 

two sub-research questions. As film scholar Richard Dyer (2002, p. 2) has pointed out, 

representations are shaped by the codes and conventions of the cultural form they appear in 

(see Chapter 3.1). These conventions are often expressed through aspects of genre and 

narrative. Therefore, my first sub research question is: 

 

1. How do Skam 3 and 17 represent masculinity in regard to genre? 

 

According to narratologist Seymour Chatman (1978, p. 113), characters are just as essential 

to a narrative as events. In order to describe characters, one approach is to make use of 

psychological and sociological vocabulary and tools. In this context, I want to shed light on 

Isak’s and Abdi’s key identity markers regarding sexuality, ethnicity and race, and class. 

Drawing upon Connell’s categorization of masculinity, I would like to determine where this 

places them within her proposed pattern. Thus, my second sub research question is: 
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2. How do Skam 3 and 17 represent masculinity in regard to the main characters’ 

hegemonic and non-hegemonic identity markers (sexuality, ethnicity and race, 

and class)? 

 

I dedicate one analytical chapter to each of the sub research questions in order to find an 

answer to my main research question. In doing so, I investigate in how far the term plural 

masculinity adds to Connell’s theory and is suitable to analyze and describe the 

representations of teenage masculinities I discuss. 

 

1.2 Introducing the Material 
 

   
Figure 1.1: Close-up of Isak (Skam 3, Ep. 2, Ikke         Figure 1.2: Close-up of Abdi (17, Ep. 9). 

     vær frekk).4 
 

As I have mentioned before, Skam 3 and 17 are recent productions of the Norwegian public 

service broadcaster NRK. As teenage dramas, they were made both for and about teenagers 

and deal with the coming of age of their male protagonists Isak and Abdi (Figures 1.1-1.2).5 

The following outlines a brief overview of their plot. 
 

1.2.1 Skam (Season Three) 
The Norwegian teen drama Skam (English: Shame) ran over the course of four seasons and 

two years from 2015 to 2017. The series was produced by the Norwegian public service 

broadcaster’s youth unit NRK P3 (Novrup Redvall, 2018, p. 144) and was created with the 

                                                
4 When citing the sources of the figures taken from Skam 3, the words in italicized font mark the name of the 
clip within the episode that the figure is from. 
5 The close-ups in Figures 1.1.-1.2 show the protagonists’ respective gaze towards their objects of desire, which 
simultaneously represent core narrative strands of the two seasons: Isak is looking at his love interest Even, 
whereas Abdi is overlooking the western part of Oslo. 
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aim of regaining and catering to the interests of adolescent viewers, in particular 16-year-old 

teenage girls (Emilsen & Rustad, 2019). The definition of this target group stands in relation 

to NRK’s aforementioned social mission, as the television channel was lacking a program for 

this specific niche audience. To find a way to appeal to the target group, the creator and 

director of the series Julie Andem was inspired by the NABC-method, developed by the 

Stanford Research Institute (Faldalen, 2016a; Novrup Redvall, 2018, p. 144). The acronym 

stands for Need (Is there a need for this idea? Who could be the target group?); Approach 

(What kind of approach works best?); Benefits (How does the idea benefit the target group?); 

and Competition (Can the idea persist in competition with other projects?) (Johansen, 2017; 

Novrup Redvall, 2018, pp. 145-147). While the method originally foresees few in-depth 

interviews with representatives of the target audience as a basis for content creation, the 

Skam-creators extended this aspect by questioning 250 representatives in total. This allowed 

them to identify their target group’s needs as precisely as possible (Novrup Redvall, 2018, p. 

151). This also means that the representation of questions of gender and sexuality in Skam is 

grounded in actual experiences of Norwegian teenagers, and therefore gains all the more 

relevance. 

Part of the series’ appeal to the target group is not only its relatable content, but also 

its conceptualization as a transmedia product: Throughout all four seasons, the narrative 

unfolded through weekly television episodes and additional web- and social media content. 

Even if the latter was not essential to comprehend the core narrative, it added to it in 

providing more in-depth information on the characters and thereby expanding the story 

universe. In addition, clips that later formed the weekly television episodes were uploaded in 

real time onto the website. These strategies facilitated that Skam soon occupied a cult status 

and became a success not only in Norway and Scandinavia but internationally. The concept 

was sold to Denmark, Sweden, and Iceland, and adapted in five European countries and the 

United States (Hellem Aanstad & Husøy, 2017). This internationalization of Skam shows that 

the series has struck a nerve with its representation of teenagers and the topics that engage 

them. Therefore, I find it relevant to examine these representations more closely, in this case 

by looking at Isak’s masculinity and sexuality identity. 

In order to make clear why I chose to focus exclusively on the story of Isak, I want to 

briefly describe Skam’s narrative structure and plot. The series deals with the everyday life of 

a group of teenagers in their last years of high school. Every season of Skam puts a different 

protagonist and his or her point of view into focus. Particularly in focus is a clique of five 

girls: Eva, Noora, Sana, Vilde, and Chris. In Season Three, the focus slightly shifts from the 
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group. Isak, who is friends with the girls – particularly with Eva and Sana – and the best 

friend of Eva’s (ex-)boyfriend Jonas, becomes the main character. During the course of the 

season Isak falls in love with his school mate Even. Being overwhelmed by his feelings and 

having to come to terms with his sexuality, Isak notably matures and evolves from acting like 

a hypermasculine6 macho in the beginning, to becoming a caring and loving partner for Even 

at the end of the season. The questioning of his sexuality and his consequent evolvement go 

hand-in-hand with Isak’s perceptions of masculinity and masculine norms and values. It 

becomes evident that his ideas of how a ‘proper’ heterosexual or homosexual man should 

behave are heavily reliant on stereotypes, which makes it difficult for him to accept his own 

homosexuality. Eventually, Isak finds his way ‘out of the closet’ and commits to his male 

love interest and sexuality. 

As mentioned above, the “teen soap opera for the millennial generation” (Patton, 

2017), which Skam has been called, does not only unfold via linear television programming 

but extends into a whole transmedia universe including additional content on P3’s website 

and social media networks. In the context of this thesis I exclusively focus on the episodes 

that have been aired on television. This is due to the circumstances that taking the social 

media content into account would exceed the scope of this thesis and that this transmedia 

content reveals little new information on Isak’s masculinity and sexuality. 

 

1.2.2 17 
Similar to Skam, 17 was produced by NRKs youth channel P3 and currently consists of one 

season. Following its social mandate, NRK created the series to show a more nuanced 

representation of the living reality of teenagers from Oslo’s ‘problem area’ Groruddalen in 

the east of the city (Hauger, 2018). The intention to display their lives as realistically as 

possible was pursued by interviewing members of this target group and hiring amateur actors 

who themselves live in the area (Hauger, 2018). Oslo has often been described as a socio-

economically divided city, with wealthier areas in the west (the Skam-setting) and less 

privileged areas in the east (the 17-setting) of the city (Statistics Norway, 2013). This aspect 

will repeatedly play a role throughout my analysis. 

17 tells the story of the 17-year-old Abdi, who lives in Groruddalen’s district Stovner. 

Abdi was born in Somalia but migrated with his family to Norway at the age of one, where he 

                                                
6 Hypermasculinity describes the overemphasis of masculine stereotypes to reconfirm one’s masculinity 
(McGrath, 2017). 
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has lived ever since. In Stovner, he shares a small apartment with his single mother Fatuma, 

his older brother Hamse, and his younger brother Mohammed. He attends a high school that 

is also located in Oslo’s east side and spends his time off meeting friends – in particular his 

Turkish-Norwegian best friend Emrah – and for a while also his love interest Frida. The teen 

drama focuses on Abdi’s attempts to live up to the contrasting expectations that the people in 

his close social environment have of him. His mother and his older brother want him to be a 

well-behaved son and brother, to do good in school, and to take responsibility for his own 

actions. Especially Fatuma, who has lived in Somalia for most of her life, is worried Abdi 

will not seize the (educational) opportunities he has in Norway. However, Abdi’s attempts to 

behave more maturely are often times hindered by his friends who would rather drink, party, 

smoke marijuana, deal with stolen goods, and pick up fights than study. 

The title of the series refers to both Abdi’s age, and the number of days over which 

the narrative unfolds. Each of the 17 episodes represents one day in the protagonist’s life. 

Starting out with day 17, the show consecutively counts down to the last episode, which 

marks ‘day zero’. During the course of the show, Abdi finds out that his mother has bought 

him a one-way ticket to Somalia to regain control of her son. Although he was born in 

Somalia, Abdi never revisited the country later in life and is therefore unfamiliar with it. The 

countdown of the episodes ends with the day that forces Abdi to make the final decision of 

whether or not he is going to board the plane to Mogadishu. While this would fulfil his 

mother’s expectations, he would at the same time have to leave his friends and family in 

Norway behind and travel to an unknown country without a return ticket. In the end, Abdi 

decides to take the journey, albeit in company of his mother. 

To a certain extent, 17 represents a multiethnic counterexample to Skam 3: While 

both seasons focus on a teenage boy in Oslo and his respective struggles with school, 

friendships, love, and family life, Skam concentrates on Isak’s process of coming to terms 

with his sexuality, while 17 addresses Abdi’s difficulties growing up as a black, Muslim, 

working-class7 citizen in Norway. Hence, both experience hardships related to sexuality (in 

Isak’s case) or ethnicity, race and class (in Abdi’s case), which complicate their coming of 

age and representation of masculinity in different ways. I will discuss this circumstance in 

more detailed in my analysis of the character’s respective identity markers in Chapter 5. 

 

                                                
7 I will point out in more detail how I understand notions of class in the context of the contemporary Norwegian 
society and why I deem Abdi to be a representative of the working class in Chapter 5.3. 
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1.3 Previous Research 
In this brief review of previous literature, I would like to comment on the current state of 

research regarding masculinity on teen television, as well as reviewing the kind of scholarly 

attention that my case studies Skam 3 and 17 have received so far. In my theoretical 

framework (Chapters 2 and 3), then, I will place this thesis within the more general fields of 

research on conceptions of (plural) masculinity, representations of masculinity, and teen 

television. 

When it comes to research of masculinity representations on teen television, studies 

either address how masculinity is represented in television series produced for a teenage 

audience, or how teenage masculinity is represented in other television series. There are 

several examples of the former. For instance, Miranda Banks examines the development of a 

new, sensitive, “gender enlightened” male teen hero in melodramas such as Rosewell and 

Smallville (Banks, 2004, p. 17). Sue Turnbull (2008) notes both the formation of a relatable 

teen hero in the figure of Seth, and the one of an emotional androgyne (i.e. a man who 

combines “feminine” gentleness and “masculine” aggressiveness) in the figure of Seth’s 

father Sandy in The O.C.. Even if Sandy is an adult, he represents an important role model for 

the teen protagonists Ryan and Seth, and consequently for the teen male viewers as well. Elke 

van Damme (2010) has discussed how Gossip Girl and One Tree Hill largely reproduce 

stereotypical notions of masculinity, as most male characters are portrayed as muscular, 

rational, heroic, and aggressive, and as the narratives focus on their talents and abilities 

instead of their appearance. Regarding teenage masculinity in relation to sexuality, Karen 

McGrath (2017) has investigated the hypermasculinity of Riverdale’s gay side character 

Kevin. Not a direct analysis of masculinity, but of queer representation on teen television has 

been undertaken in regard to Dawson’s Creek (Meyer, 2003) and Glee (Meyer & Wood, 

2013). An example of the examination of teenagers and issues of race is James Braxton 

Peterson’s analysis of a corner-boy masculinity in The Wire’s Season Four, which places its 

focus on the school system and four teenage boys (Peterson, 2009). The author finds that the 

drama series entails wide-ranging, complex, and intersectional representations of urban black 

masculinity, which “intersect and/or converge on the proverbial corners of the inner-city 

experience” (Peterson, 2009, p. 108). 

It becomes evident that it is particularly teenage masculinity in American television 

series that has received a broad scholarly attention. In a Norwegian context, it is mostly adult 

masculinity that has been regarded in connection to film (Reiersen, 2008; Hestman, 2016), 
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queerness in film (Lysne, 2014) or non-fictional television programs (Mühleisen, 2003). 

Regarding the two television series chosen as examples in this thesis, especially Skam has 

been discussed by other scholars. The themes that have been covered stand in relation to the 

series’ production circumstances and audience appeal, such as Skam’s popularity beyond its 

target group (Rustad, 2016), its approach to merging reality and fiction (Magnus, 2016), and 

its creation by means of the NABC-method (Novrup Redvall, 2018). Steffen Krüger and Gry 

C. Rustad (2019) have shown how Skam’s inclusion of social media technologies has 

contributed to the series’ novel public service function and success, providing an interactive 

space in between fiction and reality for its teenage audience. Furthermore, it has been 

discussed how Skam as a transmedia storytelling product of a public service broadcaster has 

fostered audience engagement, emotional investment, and the construction of teenagers as 

citizens (Schanke Sundet, 2017; Schanke Sundet, forthcoming; Skarsbø Lindtner & Dahl, 

2019). Moreover, stylistic emphasis has been put on how the series’ frequent deployment of 

close-ups serves to create a sense of immediacy in time and space (Jerslev, 2017), which I 

will comment more on in Chapter 4.1.1. In combining and extending aspects of Skam’s 

transmediality and dramaturgy, its negotiation of shame, identity, and community, and its 

reception and audience engagment, media scholar Synnøve Skarsbø Lindtner and pedagogue 

Dag Skarstein (2018) have edited a first (Norwegian) subject book on the series. Lastly, in 

the past few years a growing number of master’s theses have dealt with Skam. For instance, it 

has been analyzed how the series frames three of its characters, among them Isak, in their 

changing roles as main and side characters (Sagvik, 2017), how it represents the experience 

of being young in comparison to Riverdale (Lindsø Tho, 2018), how Norwegian newspapers 

frame and discuss Skam (Lindebrække Ophus, 2018), and how the series facilitates emotional 

engagement by means of style (Petterson White, 2019). While aspects of gender have been 

touched upon before (for instance Sørensen, 2018), they often concern Skam’s female 

protagonists. Even though Isak and Even’s love story has received great attention in both 

national and international newspapers and magazines (Taylor, 2017; Bricker, 2017; Jerslev, 

2016) and they have become a sort of ‘cult couple’, being described as the 21st century’s 

Romeo and Juliet (Pahle, 2016; Hvidsten, 2016), detailed negotiations of their masculinity 

have not been undertaken yet. 

17 has not been taken up as a research object yet, but rather been reviewed in 

Norwegian newspapers, which often discuss the series in its function as a Skam-successor 

(Schei, 2018; Eckblad, 2018; Hauger, 2018). 
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The limited scholarly attention that Skam has received in regard to its representation 

of masculinity and that 17 has received in general is a chance to disclose new contexts and 

findings, and thereby contribute to future research. Furthermore, the majority of Norwegian 

gender, masculinity, and television research has been conducted and published in the 

Norwegian language, which reduces its international accessibility. These circumstances 

constitute the research gap that I seek to fill with this thesis and underline the relevance of 

discussing the representations of teenage masculinity on Norwegian teen television. 

 

1.4 Analytical Framework and Thesis Structure 
In this thesis, I apply a qualitative approach in the form of a textual analysis. As television 

scholar Glen Creeber has pointed out: 

 

At its most basic level, textual analysis is simply the means by which all texts 
(including books, films, plays, paintings, magazines, poems, fashion, 
photography and so on) are interpreted. This form of analysis is based almost 
wholly on critical interpretation and therefore clearly comes under the category 
of ‘qualitative’ research i.e. speculative in nature and not scientifically 
verifiable. (Creeber, 2006, p. 26) 
 

The media texts I will examine are two seasons of two teen television series, namely Skam 3 

and 17. Both series are publicly available in Norway via NRK’s on-demand streaming 

service. As my approach is explorative in its nature, I describe and interpret different scenes 

of the series that I find noteworthy in relation to answering my research question, which 

concerns how the protagonists’ teenage masculinity is being represented. 

At its core, the theoretical framework of my thesis is based on Raewyn Connell’s 

structuralist masculinity theory (1995) and influenced by Sofia Aboim’s (2010) attempt to 

open it up by introducing the concept of plural masculinity. Connell’s sociological approach 

has been proven useful for analyzing media content before (see for instance Fuchs-Eisner, 

2016; Reiersen, 2008). As a second underlying theory, I include the subject of representation 

as discussed by Richard Dyer (2002). 

In order to further ground my critical examinations and inferences in pre-existing 

literature, I deploy two main theoretical frameworks which serve to structure my analysis. 

The first framework concerns the relation between genre conventions and gender, while the 

second framework concerns the study of fictional characters in regard to ethnicity and race, 

class, and sexuality as their core identity markers. Regarding the former, I will apply the idea 
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of gendered television and feminine and masculine genres (Fiske, 2011) to show how genre 

conventions shape representations of masculinity. The genres I discuss are the soap opera in 

the case of Skam 3 and suburban realism in the case of 17. In regard to the study of character, 

I mainly draw upon Seymour Chatman’s (1978) remarks concerning character theory and 

additional sociologically-rooted scholars to analyze how masculinity is represented in regard 

to Isak’s and Abdi’s respective hegemonic and non-hegemonic identity markers. 

Structurally, this thesis is composed of two theoretical chapters in which I will 

explain the gender-related and representational framework, followed by two analytical 

chapters, in which I address the sub-research questions posed above (How do the series 

represent masculinity in regard to genre? How do they represent masculinity in regard to the 

main characters’ hegemonic/non-hegemonic identity markers (sex, ethnicity and race, 

class)?). Proceeding from these findings, I seek to approach an answer to my main research 

question (How do the Norwegian teen drama series Skam 3 and 17 represent masculinity 

through their main characters Isak and Abdi?). While the theoretical chapters serve to place 

my research within the broader field of masculinity research, each of the analytical chapters 

will introduce more specific theory to support my analysis. 

Even if my inferences are based in relevant theory, they remain qualitative and thus 

speculative in their nature, as there is no one correct way to interpret and read media texts. 

Following a different approach, for instance by including interviews with actual Norwegian 

male teenagers, would have possibly led to findings other than mine. In the context of this 

thesis, I found textual analysis to be a fruitful method to find answers to my research 

questions. 
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2 Theorizing Masculinity 
 

How to be a ‘real man’: Shake hands. Bump shoulders. Gimme five.  

Up high. Down low. Bulk up. Try out. Make gains. Make the team.  

Pump iron. Don't iron that. Talk hockey. Talk a lot. Not about feelings.  

Get angry. Put them in their place. Don't get emotional. Don't do drama.  

Wear black. Wear blue. Not light blue. Explain things. Keep it straight.  

Be a man. Don't be a girl. (Chamberlin, 2019) 

 

In attempting to define what a ‘real man’ should behave like and what the concept of 

masculinity actually is, a possible approach is to reflect upon the stereotypes that are 

connoted with it. According to gender researcher Todd W. Reeser, among those connotations 

are traits such as ”’muscular,’ ‘strong,’ ‘hard,’ ‘brave’, and ‘in control’” (2010, p. 1). 

Examples for opposite qualities would then be weakness, softness, and emotionality – 

characteristics that are often seen as being both non-manly and feminine (Reeser, 2010, p. 1). 

This is underlined by Connell, who proposes that masculinity always forms itself in 

distinction to femininity (1995, p. 68). She further points out that the modern use of the term 

suggests a connection between maleness and behavior, i.e. that men who do not behave 

violently, dominantly or stubbornly are regarded to be less masculine than others (Connell, 

1995, p. 67). In their studies of masculinity and male behavior, Ronald F. Levant and 

Katherine Richmond have elaborated a concept termed masculinity ideology, which they 

describe as “an individual’s internalization of cultural belief systems and attitudes towards 

masculinity and men’s roles” (2007, p. 131). This stands in connection to the circumstance 

that gender has been described – and consequently debated – as not being biologically 

transcribed, but culturally constructed (De Beauvoir, 2011 [1949], p. 330; Butler, 1990, p. 6). 

Furthermore, this internalization of a cultural belief system “informs expectations for boys 

and men to conform to certain socially sanctioned masculine behaviors and avoid certain 

proscribed behaviors” (Levant & Richmond, 2007, p. 131). In defining seven norms that are 

in conformity with traditional masculinity ideology, Levant and Richmond name “avoidance 

of femininity, fear and hatred of homosexuals, self-reliance, aggression, achievement/status, 

non relational attitudes towards sex, and restrictive emotionality” (2007, p. 132), which are 

well reflected in the quotation above. 

Even if it might seem appealing to dissect masculinity by breaking the concept down 

into a few stereotypical determinants and characteristics, such rigid categorizations have to be 
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brought into question. As many scholars before me have shown, masculinity is everything but 

consistent and easily defined. Reeser remarks that it should not to be interpreted as a 

straightforward and stand-alone concept, but always as non-fixed, variable and complex – 

depending on time, space, and cultural context (2010, p. 2). For instance, perceptions of an 

‘ideal’ masculinity today are inherently different when looking at the societal contexts of 

South Korea, South Africa or the Nordic countries. While the figure of the dandy may have 

been a desirable masculine icon in 19th century Europe, it would nowadays seem odd and 

outdated (Reeser, 2010, p. 2). Reeser emphasizes thus that masculinity has “no natural, 

inherent, or given meaning, that it does not have to mean something predetermined, and that 

whatever meaning it has is in constant movement” (Reeser, 2010, p. 11). This notion is 

supported by other masculinity researchers such as Alan Petersen, who observes the 

impossibility of determining an essence of masculinity (2003, p. 58), as well as Connell, who 

criticizes attempts of treating masculinity as a consistent object of research (1995, p. 67). In 

line with this, Norwegian gender researcher Jørgen Lorentzen finds that masculinity may 

vary between cultures, over the course of time within the same culture, throughout a person’s 

lifetime, as well as within a culture at the same point in time (2006, p. 126). Taking these 

contemplations on the variance of the concept of masculinity into account, it becomes evident 

that my analysis of how masculinity is represented in two teen television series is inseparable 

from their embeddedness in contemporary Norway. 

A prolific approach to grasping and analyzing masculinity is therefore to 

acknowledge its multiple, complex, and at times contradicting nature and to take the relations 

between different versions of masculinity into account (Connell, 1995, p. 76). As Connell 

remarks: “To speak of masculinities is to speak about gender relations. Masculinities are not 

equivalent to men; they concern the position of men in a gender order” (Connell, n.d., 

emphasis in original). Highly relevant in this context is Connell’s aforementioned proposal of 

four dominating patterns of masculinity in Western society: hegemonic, subordinated, 

complicit, and marginalized. Even though her theory has been subjected to criticism, it has 

meant a pioneering contribution to masculinity research that serves as a helpful tool for my 

analysis. In the following, I want to briefly outline and comment upon Connell’s remarks to 

point out in what way they are relevant for my research. 
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2.1 From Connell’s Four Masculinity Patterns 

Towards a Plural Masculinity 
The underlying notion of Connell’s gender theory is that masculinities are “different patterns 

of social practice with hierarchical relationships between them” (rabble.ca, 2011). The most 

powerful character type in this hierarchy is the hegemonic one, which is based on Antonio 

Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony (Connell, 1995, p. 77). Hegemony is defined as “the 

power or dominance that one social group holds over another” (Lull, 2003, p. 61), or, in 

Connell’s words, “the cultural dynamic by which a group claims and sustains a leading 

position in social life” (1995, p. 77). Even if representing the overall dominating version of 

masculinity, hegemonic masculinity is by no means static and universally identical, but 

always prone to change and contestation (Connell, 1995, pp. 76-77). In the context of today’s 

patriarchally structured societies in the West, the hegemonic type is constituted by 

aforementioned “straight, white, middle-class, able-bodied, cisgender men” (Kimmel & 

Wade, 2018, p. 235).8 Some masculinity scholars, such as the American sociologist Michael 

Kimmel, argue that this superior social group should not be neglected in research, since 

shining a scientific light on them will contribute to “decenter that center” (Kimmel & Wade, 

2018, p. 235). In a similar train of thought, Richard Dyer remarks that “the problem with not 

addressing them [hegemonic men] as such is that they then function as simply the human 

norm” (2002, p. 4). This stands in connection with the concept of marked and unmarked 

elements. In opposition to each other, a marked element stands out as being divergent from 

the norm, whereas the unmarked element embodies this norm. Examples of marked and 

unmarked elements in societal contexts are femininity versus masculinity – a thought that has 

most relevantly been laid out by Simone de Beauvoir in remarking that a man is the Subject 

while a woman is the Other (2011 [1949], p. 26)) – but also homosexuality versus 

heterosexuality, and blackness versus whiteness (Reeser, 2010, p. 8). As I have mentioned 

before, I decided to neglect analyzing an example of a strictly hegemonic male in this thesis. 

This allows me to shine light on two representations of masculinity that include different 

marked elements: homosexuality in the case of Isak, and the affiliation with an ethnic 

minority and the working class in regard to Abdi. Since both main characters feature marked 

elements, their respective masculinity does not pass as unnoticed (see Reeser, 2010, p. 146). 

                                                
8 In a relatively very gender equal society as Norway, it stands to question whether a homosexual man that 
otherwise fulfills all criteria of the hegemonic character type, such as Isak, can still be considered non-
hegemonic or subordinated. I will discuss this thought further in Chapter 5. 
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Nevertheless, as I will point out during the course of my analysis, both protagonists exhibit a 

unique combination of hegemonic and non-hegemonic identity markers, which eventually 

composes their plural masculinity. 

The second pattern of masculinity as described by Connell is the one of subordinated 

masculinity. An example in the context of contemporary Western society would be 

homosexual men, which are construed as inferior to heterosexual ones (Connell, 1995, pp. 

78-79). The societal subordination of gay men expresses itself for instance through cultural or 

political discrimination in the form of violence, prosecution, religious or institutional 

discrimination, as well as legal bans (Lorentzen, 2006, p. 127). “To be a homosexual in our 

society is to be constantly aware that one bears a stigma”, states Dennis Altman (2012 

[1971], p. 20), and Connell argues that subordination goes even beyond stigmatization (1995, 

p. 78). Gayness is often connected to notions of femininity and non-masculinity, and thus 

directly opposed to hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 1995, p. 78). Some of the potential 

hardships that gay men in a heteronormative society encounter become directly addressed in 

Skam 3 by Isak’s gay roommate Eskild. I will return to this aspect in Chapter 5.1.1.  

As a third pattern, complicity comprises masculinities that display a lesser extent of 

authority and dominance than the hegemonic pattern, but do not contest the latter and benefit 

from the overarching patriarchal system (Connell, 1995, p. 79). Representatives may support 

women in general and their wives within the private sphere yet condemn feminists in a 

broader social sphere (Connell, 1995, pp. 79-80). In her work on plural masculinity, Aboim 

addresses complicit masculinities as an overlooked issue in contemporary Portugal. In this 

thesis, however, they play a secondary role. 

While the hitherto described patterns of hegemonic, subordinated, and complicit 

masculinity relate to each other within the gender order, the fourth marginalized pattern 

(although, Connell admits, not an ideal term) extends into the realm of race and class 

(Connell, 1995, p. 80). The term describes masculinities belonging to a divergent race and/or 

a divergent class within the context of a dominantly white, middle- or upper-class society 

(Connell, 1995, p. 80). Marginalization is, however, “always relative to the authorization of 

the hegemonic masculinity of the dominant group” (Connell, 1995, p. 81, emphasis in 

original). This means that a singular black athlete or musician can be so successful and 

wealthy that he adheres to the hegemonic pattern, while this does not filter through to the rest 

of black men in a given society. Marginalized masculinity will particularly play a role in my 

discussion of Abdi in 17 as a black, Somali-Norwegian, working-class member in the 

predominantly white, affluent Norwegian society. 
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Deriving from the assumption that masculinity has no definite essence, but varies 

across time, space, and cultural context, Connell’s categorization may seem debatable. The 

author herself recognizes that it carries the risk of oversimplification, the establishment of 

stereotypes, and with it the false conclusion that there might be something as universal 

masculinities (Connell, 1995, p. 76). In order to be able to explore the relation between 

different, more fluid definitions of masculinity, Reeser, for instance, chooses to neglect 

Connell’s concept in his remarks on masculinity (2010, pp. 14-15). However, I find that it 

serves as a helpful tool in simplifying my analysis of representations of masculinity. As 

Connell herself points out, her proposed patterns should not be treated as fixed categories but 

rather as “configurations of practice generated in particular situations in a changing structure 

of relationships” (1995, p. 81). Amongst further critics of the concept, such as Stephen M. 

Whitehead (2002) or Victor Seidler (2006a), Lorentzen denominates four main points of 

criticism, and in this context warns other academics of unreflectingly sorting men into those 

four configurations and neglecting other modes of placement (2006, p. 127). Firstly, he states 

that the categorization bears the risk of being static and universal, even though this being the 

exact opposite of what Connell intended. Secondly, Lorentzen finds the model to be 

rationalist and functionalist, meaning that it does not take men’s emotional and bodily aspects 

into account (2006, p. 127). As a third point, he remarks that Connell’s model does not leave 

room for men to change, for instance by engaging in the fight against hegemonic masculinity 

and patriarchy. Lastly, Lorentzen criticizes that the author’s concept of masculinity only 

applies to men, while excluding women (Lorentzen, 2006, p. 127). This being said, Connell 

herself reflected and commented upon some of the major shortcomings of her theory. In a 

2005 article she published together with James W. Messerschmidt, the authors suggest 

reformulating the masculinity concept by taking aspects such as globalization, geography, 

women’s growing societal agency, relations of privilege and power, and the everchanging 

nature and complexity of the gender order into account (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). A 

consequent reformulation would respond to some of Lorentzen’s main points of critique. 

While being aware of its possible limitations and the criticism it faced, I nevertheless 

choose to include Connell’s theory in the underlying framework of my thesis. This is 

particularly the case in Chapter 5, where I will take a closer look at how Isak and Abdi 

combine hegemonic and non-hegemonic patterns of masculinity. Here, it appears fruitful to 

draw upon Connell’s proposed patterns in order to analyze the representations of Isak’s and 

Abdi’s masculinity within a broader societal context. In the same chapter, I will refer to 

additional theories concerning the characters’ masculinity patterns: in regard to Skam 3 I will 
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shed light on theories on homosexuality and masculinity, while in regard to 17 I will take 

notions of race, ethnicity, and class into account. 

Connell has implemented the founding idea of the existence of more than one possible 

and clearly determinable version of masculinity. In line with this, the concept of masculinity 

has been described as being multiple, hybrid or plural. I have already mentioned Aboim’s 

study, which examines the plurality of men as an “intrinsic feature of any masculinity”, 

however, primarily at an ideological level (Aboim, 2010, pp. 3-4). As I understand them, 

concepts like Aboim’s refer to the existence of multiple patterns of masculinity on a 

structural level. In this thesis, I would like to adapt the term plural masculinities to refer to 

Isak’s and Abdi’s representation of masculinity on an individual level. I will do so by 

pointing out how both characters simultaneously incorporate certain hegemonic and non-

hegemonic traits, and how their respective representation of masculinity is thus plural. 

Thereby, I aim to add to Connell’s theory and, by extending her four proposed masculinity 

patterns, make it relevant for my analysis. 

Lastly, it is important to note that the examples I will discuss in my analytical 

chapters are no blueprints or one-to-one reflections of actual masculinities. Abdi does not 

represent the young, immigrant, working-class male, while Isak does not serve as the young 

homosexual male – they are both merely one possible representation. In line with this, the 

aim of this thesis is not to find a universally agreeable definition of what masculinity is, but 

how the protagonists’ masculinities are represented and negotiated, and how this stands in 

relation both to the genres that have produced them and their combination of hegemonic and 

non-hegemonic characteristics. In order to position my investigations more distinctly in their 

geographical and socio-cultural context, I turn to a brief review of current discourses of 

masculinity in the Nordic countries. 

 

2.2 Masculinity Discourses in the Nordic Countries 
In the Nordic countries, the academic field of masculinity studies has received an increasing 

amount of attention in the past decades, especially in regard to the social sciences (Gottzén & 

Mellström, 2014; Mühleisen, 2003, p. 178). Lorentzen even goes so far as to say that the 

region has been partially leading in masculinity research between the mid-1990s and early 

2000s. According to the author, this circumstance originates in the significant role that gender 

equality and consequently the comprehension of men and masculinities play in the Nordic 

democratic model (Lorentzen, 2006, p. 133). Hence, American theories on gender and 
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masculinity should not be uncritically transferred unto a Norwegian context without carefully 

considering their relevance first (Lorentzen, 2006, p. 133). 

When it comes to prior implementations and extensions of Connell’s masculinity 

concept in a Norwegian context, there are two contributions that I want to point out in 

particular: First, Lorentzen has added to Connell’s classification the category of separated 

masculinity, which subjects make use of in an attempt to demarcate themselves from the 

prevailing hegemonic type (2004, p. 44). Using works of film and literature as starting points 

for his investigation, he finds this proposed masculinity pattern to be present in the movie 

Fight Club and Dag Solstads novel T. Singer. Norwegian masculinity researcher Marit Anne 

Hauan however criticizes Lorentzen’s term for not being novel as such, stating that the 

deliberate dissociation of men from women and the rest of society is a phenomenon that has 

existed in history before. An instance can be found in the context of Norwegian fishing 

communities, in which experienced male fishers would pass their knowledge on to young 

boys (Hauan, 2007, p. 8). A second contribution comes from Tonje Reiersen (2008), who 

adds a fifth masculinity pattern to Connell’s concept that she labels withdrawn masculinity. 

She determines this character type through the analysis of three movies of Norwegian 

director Hans Petter Moland and their respective representation of (outsider) masculinity. 

Withdrawn masculinity is, as she argues, “related to the fact that they [the male main 

characters] have withdrawn from prevailing expectations, demands and rituals associated 

with hegemonic masculinity” (Reiersen, 2008). 

I deem it important to consider findings that other Nordic scholars have made earlier 

and take relevant aspects and insights into consideration. Nevertheless, I find that the two 

examples of representations of masculinity that I am investigating here require a different 

terminology. Neither are the male characters I am focusing on willingly separating 

themselves from the hegemonic pattern (in Isak’s case it is done so reluctantly), nor do they 

display a conscious withdrawal from society, but are both rather motivated by their desire to 

fit in. An aspect that both Lorentzen’s, Reiersen’s, and my investigation do however share is 

the use of fictional works of literature, film, or television as a basis for analyzing masculinity. 

In order to show examples of applied studies of contemporary masculinity in 

Scandinavia, I want to briefly mention two interview studies that have been performed during 

the past few years. Valuable information for the Nordic region in this respect is provided by 

the scientific journals NORMA, the International (formerly: Nordic) Journal for Masculinity 

Studies, and NORA: the Nordic Journal of Feminist and Gender Research. In the latter, 

Bloksgaard, Christensen, Jensen, Hansen, Kyed and Nielsen (2015) have conducted a study 
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of masculinity within Danish society. The authors interviewed 50 men by separating them 

into groups of lower and higher education. As a result, they find that stereotypical notions of 

a hegemonic masculinity generally play a less and less important role in Danish society as 

more “gender equality friendly masculinities” take over (Bloksgaard, et al., 2015, p. 152). 

This emphasizes how gender equality as an important pillar of the Scandinavian societies 

influence individual perceptions of masculinity.  

A second example is a qualitative interview study undertaken by Randell, Jerdén, 

Öhman, Starrin, and Flacking (2016). The researchers analyzed how 33 Swedish teenage 

boys between the age of 16 and 17 regard masculinity by setting the ability of managing 

one’s emotions in relation to the interviewees’ masculinity (Randell, Jerdén, Öhman, Starrin, 

& Flacking, 2016, p. 488). As a result, the authors establish two main concepts: that of a 

gender-normative and that of a non-gender-normative masculinity. They find the members of 

the former group “tend to conform to the social norms of the group and follow the rules that 

govern behaviour and expressions about what is considered appropriately masculine” 

(Randell, Jerdén, Öhman, Starrin, & Flacking, 2016, p. 490). The members of the second 

group thereagainst “tend to emphasize distancing themselves from traditional or peer group 

norms by focusing on individual masculinity and their own value base” (Randell, Jerdén, 

Öhman, Starrin, & Flacking, 2016, p. 490). This means that the young men belonging to the 

first group act more conformal and orientate their behavior in regard to prevailing social 

norms, appearing as either tough (concealing emotions) or sensitive (expressing emotions). 

Members of the second group appear more independent and individualistic, a behavior that 

the authors describe as sincere (being truthful to one’s emotions). Since my analysis of 

masculinity does not include qualitative interviews with Norwegian teenagers, I find it 

relevant to build upon what other scholars have found. I will thus return to the authors’ 

notions of gender-normative and non-gender-normative masculinity throughout the analysis. 

I have mentioned before that gender equality represents an important societal pillar in 

the Nordic countries and as such affects how masculinity is regarded by its male citizens in 

‘real life’. It is therefore interesting to see how NRK as a public service broadcaster fulfils its 

social mission of representing its societal members in a diverse manner, and how it takes on 

the task of representing teenage masculinity today. As non-gender normative and ‘gender 

equality friendly’ masculinities play an increasingly important role in the Nordic societies, it 

can be assumed that they have an effect on that same representation. Before delving into my 

analysis of two examples of such representations, I want to outline the matter of 

representation first. 
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3 Representations of Masculinity on 
Television 

 

Approaching social issues, for instance in relation to gender theory, by means of analyzing 

television content is a relevant strategy in the humanities. As Robert C. Allen and Annette 

Hill point out, we attach certain norms and meanings to our social reality, which may have 

once been influenced by our television consumption and then become re-represented on 

television (2004, pp. 367-368). Thus, “television not only represents social groups; it also 

helps to construct and maintain the norms and values through which society is ordered” 

(Allen & Hill, 2004, p. 368). By reflecting certain social dynamics, television contributes to 

its viewers’ identity construction and has a teaching function (Allen & Hill, 2004, p. 370). 

Consequently, television has the ability to “both reflect and shape cultural 

understandings of gender roles” (Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018, p. 149). In this context, it 

bears the potential of allowing diverse representations of masculinity to emerge (Albrecht, 

2015, p. 4). Television series can offer a relevant starting point to analyze and understand 

current forms and issues of (teenage) masculinity. This stands not least in connection with the 

development of quality television, which enabled the creation of programs that can feature 

more complex narratives and the representation of non-stereotypical and non-

heteronormative masculine characters (Albrecht, 2015, pp. 6-7). Moreover, television has 

always been regarded to play a significant role in shaping our everyday lives and societies 

(Fiske, 2011, p. 1). Therefore, representation on television matters and deserves close 

examination.  

Before I turn to the specifics of representations of masculinity in television genres 

such as the teen drama, I want to lay a more basic groundwork by evoking Richard Dyer’s 

seminal remarks on the subject of representation. 

 

3.1 On Representation 
 

Studying social representations on television means examining not just depictions 

of women and men but representations of femininity and masculinity, not just 

images of people of other races but constructions of racial otherness, and not 

just the presence of gay characters in sitcoms but how sexuality and desire are 

manifested through television’s modes and genres. (Allen & Hill, 2004, p. 368) 



		 23 

 

According to Dyer, representation works in two elementary ways: it implies how members of 

a certain group situate themselves in a society, and how others would situate those same 

group members (2002, p. 1). Hence, the term representation can occur in different 

constellations: firstly in the sense of a group member representing that group as a whole, 

secondly in describing the repeated presentation of a group in cultural forms (such as 

television series), and lastly how a group is generally spoken of (Dyer, 2002, p. 1). In the 

context of this thesis, the former two aspects appear as the most relevant. Dyer further points 

out three central characteristics of representations (all Dyer, 2002, pp. 2-3): 

I. Representations are presentations … entailing the use of codes and conventions of 

the available cultural forms of presentations. Representations featured in the cultural form of 

teen television series that I am putting into focus here, then, are shaped by the nature of the 

medium television and its conventions. When investigating representations of masculinity on 

television, it is a common strategy to categorize them by genre in order to simplify an 

analysis and make findings comparable (an example is a study conducted by communication 

scholars Erica Scharrer and Greg Blackburn that I describe in the following subchapter). Both 

Skam 3 and 17 can be described as teen dramas, which include genre conventions of the soap 

opera and suburban realism respectively. These genres imply certain notions of masculinity, 

which I will explore in more detail in Chapter 4. Investigating representations of teenage 

masculinity within a certain genre eventually enables me to make inferences on how genre 

and gender in my case studies stand in relation to each other. 

II. Cultural forms do not have single determinate meanings. With this second 

characteristic, Dyer suggests that people interpret cultural forms differently, depending on 

their own cultural background and the related viewing and reading codes, as well as the 

different kinds of representations they can access. Regarding the latter, he finds a 

pervasiveness of certain representations over others: 

 

The prestige of high culture, the centralization of mass cultural production, the 
literal poverty of marginal cultural production: these are aspects of the power 
relations of presentation that put the weight of control over representation on 
the side of the rich, the white, the male, the heterosexual. (Dyer, 2002, p. 2) 
 

Even if I generally consider a social group that is exceedingly represented in televisual 

content, namely men, I open this issue up by focusing on characters that are marginalized, 

both in society and through representation. Even if Isak and Abdi both share certain 
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characteristics of the hegemonic male that Dyer’s quote points to, they combine them with 

non-hegemonic traits (see Chapter 5). To represent marginalized groups and make them 

visible in the mainstream media are important undertakings, since “nonrepresentation 

maintains the powerless, marginalized status of groups that lack significant material or 

political power bases” (Hart, 2000, p. 60). Again, it were these concerns that led to the 

creation of Skam and 17, as the production of content that features diverse representations of 

Norway’s societal members constitutes NRK’s core social mission. Moreover, it should be 

mentioned that both series and characters were created by women, which as a societal group 

themselves stand often subordinated in the context of patriarchal society and in the television 

industry. Hence, NRK’s social mission here extends to the production background of the two 

series. 

Dyer’s remark that cultural forms do not have singular meanings confirms once more 

the usefulness of applying textual analysis as the main method in this thesis. It allows for 

different interpretations and readings of the material depending on what aspects are put into 

focus, the analyzer’s academic and personal background, and the form of textual analysis that 

is being applied. 

III. What is re-presented in representation is not directly reality itself but other 

representations. With this final aspect, Dyer states that we never grasp reality directly but 

only through representations, which enables us to gain new insights into reality (2002, pp. 2-

3). He goes on to point out that there are certain tensions arising between the relation of the 

two. For a start, reality is always more complex than representations can depict. Hence, 

representations are selective. At the same time, they can have substantial effects on reality, 

for instance when it comes to the representation of marginalized groups (Dyer, 2002, p. 3). 

As mentioned before, Skam 3’s Isak should not be regarded as the epitome of a teenage 

homosexual, while 17’s Abdi neither represents all young men belonging to an ethnic 

minority in Norwegian society. Nevertheless, the way that the two protagonists are 

represented in fictional television can have an actual effect on how real-life members of this 

group are being seen and treated. As Dyer puts it, “representations here and now have real 

consequences for real people, not just in the way they are treated ... but in terms of the way 

representations delimit and enable what people can be in any given society” (2002, p. 3). To 

offer an example, the depiction of Isak’s coming out story in Skam 3 had real life effects as it 

encouraged some male viewers to come out as gay (Gaathaug Nielsen, 2016; Håland 

Solheim, 2017). While the representation of a singular character may lead some people to 

make assumptions about the socially constructed group they deem this character to be a part 
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of, this may also occur the other way around. In this context “[n]egative designations of a 

group have negative consequences for the lives of members of that grouping” (Dyer, 2002, p. 

3). This circumstance has been termed the burden of representation and is a particular issue 

for marginalized groups (Mercer, 1990). 

Dyer’s three specified characteristics of representation can be briefly summed up and 

applied onto this thesis. Firstly, the representations of the male teenagers that I am looking at 

are shaped by the nature of the cultural form of television, and more specifically the genres of 

the teen drama, soap opera, and suburban realism. Secondly, the inferences I will make from 

my analysis are neither universal nor absolute. And finally, the representations of masculinity 

that I am discussing are no one-to-one reflections of reality but stand in a complex and 

reciprocal relation to it. 

 

3.2 Masculinity in Teen Television 
How concerns of gender are represented on television varies from genre to genre. In 

accordance with this, Scharrer and Blackburn find that the “depictions of masculine gender 

roles on television vary by genre, as do the implications of such depictions” (2018, p. 154). In 

a quantitative study, the authors explore how the consumption of certain television genres 

influences viewers’ perceptions of masculinity (Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018). Focusing on 

four main genres, they claim that sitcoms (situational comedies) feature both stereotypical 

depictions of masculinity while at the same time opposing them by allowing the expression 

of male emotionality. Programs thematizing the police and detective milieu thereagainst put 

more restriction onto the expression of emotions, and if not, mostly allow the display of 

feelings of anger and aggression. Dating shows in reality TV, then, often feature men that act 

objectifyingly towards women, an aspect that is mirrored by the attitudes of their audience. 

Finally, sports shows are linked to representing and fostering rather traditional views on 

masculinity (Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018, pp. 154-156). The authors conclude that “within 

each of the genres reviewed here, there is at least some indication of particular stereotypical 

roles and behaviors assigned to male characters” (Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018, p. 156).9 

In my review of previous research, I have pointed out some examples of how 

masculinity is represented and can be understood in teen television series. As mentioned, teen 

                                                
9 The authors further explore to what extent the male viewership of a genre reflects the (traditional) norms and 
conceptions of masculinity that this genre suggests, finding a positive correlation between the two factors 
(Scharrer & Blackburn, 2018, p. 170). This aspect is however less relevant to me than the underlying insight 
that television genres influence the depiction of masculinity. 
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television both deals with the lives of teenagers and is made for teenagers. One’s youth or 

adolescence is described as the transitional phase between childhood and adulthood, shaped 

by contradictory experiences and the questioning of one’s own identity (Ross & Stein, 2008, 

p. 7). This does not only affect a teenagers’ individual identity, but also interrelates with the 

community and society that they are situated within (Ross & Stein, 2008, p. 7). Hence, the 

types of masculinity represented in teen television are shaped by the general experience of 

coming of age, discovering one’s self, and the complications involved. Representations of 

teenage masculinity within the genre thus emphasize masculinity as something constantly 

evolving. Some of the teenage television series discussed by other scholars have been found 

to generally follow traditional masculine stereotypes in their representation of masculinity, 

for instance Gossip Girl and One Tree Hill. Others feature more sensitive, ‘gender 

enlightened’ men, for instance melodramas such as Roswell and Smallville, or The O.C.. 

Representations of masculinity in teen television are often contradictory and complex 

(Turnbull, 2008, p. 172) – just as notions of masculinity in general. To what extent this 

applies to the patterns of masculinity represented in Norwegian teen television series is yet to 

be determined. 

Contrary to common prejudice, teen television programs have the potential to be 

highly nuanced and complex, and thereby “go beyond addressing specific teen issues to 

negotiate questions about class, race, gender, and sexuality” (Ross & Stein, 2008, pp. 8-9). I 

find my two case studies to be fruitful examples of this circumstance. Considering 

television’s wide societal impact and cultural significance, the study of teen television is an 

important key to better the understanding of media culture in general and teen culture in 

particular (Ross & Stein, 2008, pp. 6, 16). I argue therefore that the investigation of teen 

television series is of profound societal and academic relevance and deserves attention not 

only in American context but also in regard to contemporary Norwegian society. This will be 

my focus on in the following analysis. 
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4 A Study of Genre: Representations of 
Masculinity in the Soap Opera and 
Suburban Realism 

 

In this chapter I begin the analysis of Isak’s and Abdi’s representations of masculinity by 

approaching the issue from a genre perspective. I want to share a few words on the 

meaningfulness of making use of the genre framework first. I will then give an overview of 

this chapter’s structure and objective, before finally delving into the analysis. 

Jason Mittell describes genres as “discursive clusters, with certain definitions, 

interpretations, and evaluations” (2004, p. 17, emphasis in original). Nevertheless, these 

clusters are not fixed but transitory and constantly shifting within different contexts. Teen 

television is one example of a genre in the sense of a “generic cultural category” (Ross & 

Stein, 2008, p. 4). As both Skam 3 and 17 belong to the teen television genre, we can assume 

them to share certain comparable aspects (Tudor, 2003, p. 3). Within this category, however, 

they diverge by displaying conventions of two further genres: the soap opera in the case of 

Skam and suburban realism in the case of 17. In this chapter, I orientate myself on film 

scholar Rick Altman’s semantic/syntactic approach by exploring four main aspects of these 

two genres. According to Altman, semantic elements are traits that constitute a genre, such as 

“attitudes, characters, locations, sets” (2003, p. 31). The semantic aspects I will discuss in the 

following are the types of male characters and the setting. A genre’s syntax describes the 

relationships that link these semantic elements (Altman R., 2003, p. 31). In my analysis, these 

are the narrative form and the values/norms of masculinity. 

The four aspects I examine draw upon media scholar John Fiske’s framework of 

comparing gendered television series, which in turn was based on Mary Ellen Brown’s 

characteristics of the soap opera (Fiske, 2011, pp. 217-225; Brown, 1987).10 Gendered 

television comprises the idea of the existence of women’s and men’s genres and feminine and 

masculine narratives, produced for gendered audiences (Fiske, 2011, p. 180; Brunsdon, 

2000). The concept traces back to Laura Mulvey’s (1999 [1975]) remarks on the active nature 

of the male gaze and the passive nature of the female form that is both being displayed, 

looked at, and objectified in film narratives. A prominent example of its implementation has 

                                                
10 I have selected and slightly modified those aspects in order to make them relevant for my analysis 
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been gender researcher Tania Modleski’s analysis of the soap opera (Modleski, 1979; 

Modleski, 2008). As I have just pointed out, Skam 3 and 17 are not only teen television 

dramas, but a soap opera and a suburban realist series respectively. Within the concept of 

gendered television, the former can be described as a feminine genre, while the latter is an 

example of a masculine genre. It should be mentioned here that as television has become 

increasingly complex in its structure and queer in its content (Joyrich, 2014, p. 135), a strict 

binary of feminine and masculine narratives could be called into question. Nevertheless, I 

find it a useful tool for my undertaking in determining in how far Skam 3 and 17 are genre-

compliant, and how this affects the main characters’ representations of masculinity. 

Making use of the genre framework has been described as a fertile ground for the 

examination of societal issues concerning gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity, and class 

(Grant, 2003, p. xvii). The following analysis serves to bring me closer to answering my first 

sub-research question: How do Skam 3 and 17 represent masculinity in regard to genre? My 

approach is to dedicate a subchapter to each of the series, in order to answer firstly how the 

soap opera as a feminized genre influences Skam 3’s representation of Isak’s masculinity, and 

secondly how suburban realism as a masculinized genre influences 17’s representation of 

Abdi’s masculinity. I will conclude this chapter by summarizing and discussing the main 

findings. Taking this as a point of departure, I then turn to analyze the representation of 

Isak’s and Abdi’s masculinity in regard to their hegemonic and non-hegemonic 

characteristics. 

 

4.1 Skam 3 – Teenage Masculinity in the Soap Opera 
Skam as most teen dramas is a genre hybrid and according to Julie Andem combines the 

genres of social realism, situational comedy, and the soap opera (Faldalen, 2016a). Realist 

elements of the series are that the plot duration parallels the screen duration and that new 

video clips were uploaded to the website at the same time that they ‘happened’ in the diegetic 

world. As a result, Skam creates a ‘right here and right now’-impression for the viewer and 

constructs itself as its own autonomous reality (Jerslev, 2017, p. 75). Nevertheless, it can be 

debated if Skam is an example of social realism. In comparison to 17, structural social issues 

play a minor role in the narrative. Dahl and Skarsbø Lindtner argue that by use of close-ups 

and music, Skam 3 creates an emotional room which enables the viewer to connect Isak’s 

personal situation to a wider, social situation (2018, p. 192). Still, this means that social 

issues are mediated by means of a melodramatic love story (Dahl & Skarsbø Lindtner, 2018, 
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p. 193) and through an individualized perspective. Rather than being a social realist narrative, 

I argue that Skam 3 functions as a soap opera told in a realist language and style and with 

occasional sitcom elements. This is why I focus on the soap opera as the overarching and 

defining genre in my analysis of the season. 

One of the most central aspects of a soap opera narrative is that it is “uniquely suited 

to deal with character and interpersonal relations rather than with action and setting” 

(Modleski, 2008, p. 79). It usually features a multitude of storylines, which focus on the 

relations between a multitude of characters (Fiske, 2011, p. 219). Therefore, soap operas 

“encourage multiple identification and the ability to see an event from a number of different 

points of view” (Fiske, 2011, p. 219). The emphasis on the emotional and personal relations 

over action is further supported by the narrative structure. Due to its serial nature, the soap 

opera is conceptualized to be never ending, which in turn allows it more time to play out and 

reflect how its characters grow, change, and evolve (Modleski, 2008, pp. 79-80). Due to their 

distinctive combination of intimacy and continuity, Modleski finds that “soap operas 

represent in some ways the furthest advance of TV art” (2008, p. 79), which makes them an 

interesting object of study. 

It is mainly due to these narrative aspects: the focus on emotions, the parallelism of 

several plotlines and points of views rather than focusing on one individual perspective, and 

the avoidance of narrative closure, that soap operas have been described to exhibit a feminine 

narrative form. Furthermore, it is important to remark that soap operas have originally been 

created for and targeted at the multitasking, absent-minded housewife, and thus a female 

audience (Modleski, 2008, pp. 79, 92-93; Kuhn, 1984, p.18). Instead of evoking a 

stereotypical male gaze, soap operas seek to activate the gaze of a mother (Modleski, 2008, p. 

92). One way of doing so is by the use of stylistic devices such as the close-up. 

Drawing upon Brown’s article on “The politics of soaps: Pleasure and feminine 

empowerment” (1987), Fiske (2011) collects eight universal characteristics of the soap opera: 

It has a serial form which resists narrative closure; there are multiple characters and plots; the 

use of time parallels actual time and implies that the action continues to take place regardless 

of whether one is watching or not; there is an abrupt segmentation between the parts; the 

emphasis is put on dialogue, problem solving, and intimate conversation; it features male 

characters who are “sensitive men” while the female characters are often professional or 

otherwise powerful in the world outside the domestic sphere; and finally, the setting of the 

show is the home, or some other place which functions as a home (Fiske, 2011, p. 182). I will 

repeatedly return to some of these characteristics in my following genre-study of Skam 3. 
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4.1.1  Narrative Form 
Skam’s soap opera heritage and its consequent feminine nature expresses itself in different 

respects, some of which become obvious even before a detailed analysis of the series’ 

content. In accordance with the classical soap opera, Skam has been created with a female 

audience and target group in mind. Moreover, as shame and the feeling of being ashamed 

usually occur when breaking with the expectation of a society (Rygh, 2017), the title of the 

series underlines the expectable emphasis on emotions and human interaction. 

Skam 3 displays a linear narrative structure. Even if each season naturally ends with 

its own finale, usually in the form of a melodrama-typical happy ending, a definitive 

narrative closure is avoided in order to keep the plot unlocked and the narrative tension high 

for the season to follow. There is no distinct culmination into a single narrative climax, but 

the process is prioritized over the product (Fiske, 2011, p. 185) and resolution. In line with 

this, Isak and Even’s relationship does not simply end with the third season but continues to 

play a role in Season Four. This is not to say that there are no narrative climaxes in Skam 3 at 

all, but rather a range of ‘mini-climaxes’, which “function to introduce difficulties and to 

complicate rather than simplify the characters’ lives” (Modleski, 2008, p. 99). These manifest 

for instance in the form of Even’s (eventually ex-) girlfriend Sonja and his mental illness (we 

learn at some point that Even is bipolar), or in Isak’s initial feigned love interest in his 

schoolmate Emma, and his inability to tell his best friend Jonas, his peers, and his family 

about his feelings and sexual identity. All of these plotlines serve to complicate the 

prospective couple’s romantic endeavor and put emphasis on “the process of problem 

solving, intimate conversation, and the feeling that people [e.g. Isak] undergo” (Fiske, 2011, 

p. 217). The leading question throughout Skam 3 is whether Isak will be able to adhere to his 

true feelings and identity, and whether him and Even will find a way to work through their 

difficulties and be together. Hence, the higher aim, underlying motive, and ultimate reward of 

Skam 3 is romantic love. Even if a heterosexual-identified character’s realization of his 

homosexuality has been called a dominant trope in the soap opera narrative (Dhaenens & 

Van Bauwel, 2016, p. 187), it has only been a development of recent decades that gay (main) 

characters are featured in the genre (Dhaenens, 2012, p. 443). Therefore, albeit not free of 

criticism,11 Skam 3’s representation of a young, gay character falling in love is an important 

contribution within Norwegian teen television. 

                                                
11 I find the representation of Isak not to be disrupting, but reiterating heteronormative practices, which I discuss 
in Chapter 5.1.1. 
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Finally, I cannot neglect to mention a stylistic device here that importantly underlines 

Skam 3’s narrative focus on feelings and emotions, namely the frequent use of close-ups. As 

media scholar Anne Jerslev has pointed out, these close-ups create the feeling of an intimate 

space, which the viewers are invited into by and in which they come closer to the characters 

(2017, p. 76). In Skam, close-ups are often deployed during the dialogue of two characters, 

hence creating a self-contained, delimited zone of intimacy that is equally charged with 

words and pauses, and in which facial features and movements can be studied (Jerslev, 2017, 

p. 78). The long and close settings give the audience time to dwell upon the actors’ faces and 

interpret their feelings, through which they gain access to a sort of inner truth, yet without 

ever being fully able to grasp it (Jerslev, 2017, p. 79). Consequently, the close-up visually 

underlines the narrative focus on intimacy and emotions in Skam 3, both by bringing the 

viewer closer to the characters, and by opening up the opportunity to speculate on what these 

characters might think and how they might feel (see for instance Figures 1.1 and 13.4). It thus 

repeatedly draws attention to Isak’s emotional state, rather than showing him as an active 

agent. This leads me over to remark on a few aspects in regard to the types of male characters 

that are featured in the series. 
 

4.1.2 Types of Male Characters 
As mentioned above, soap operas often feature a multitude of characters. This stands in 

opposition to the classic masculine narrative form, which is “structured around a main 

controlling figure with whom the spectator can identify” (Mulvey, 1999 [1975], p. 838). Even 

if in Skam 3 Isak is clearly positioned as the male main character, he stands in constant 

relation to and under the influence of the many people around him. The dispersion of plots 

and characters involved provides the viewer with the opportunity for multiple identifications, 

and to assess an event from several points of view. Chodorow describes this as a typical trait 

of female personality, as it “comes to define itself in relation and connection to other people 

more than masculine personality does” (Fiske, 2011, pp. 219-220). Once again, this 

underscores the feminine nature of the genre. 

One aspect that I find to be particularly important here is Isak’s relation to other gay 

(side) characters, namely Even and Eskild. Their appearance contributes to provide the 

audience with alternative versions of gay, teenage masculinity and gives them access to 

different interpretations and identifications. This contributes to an overall relatively diverse 
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representation of teenage homosexuality in Skam.12 In comparison, Isak’s housemate Eskild 

appears as the most stereotypical of the three gay characters. He is out and proud, confident 

and open about his homosexuality, flamboyant, and makes no pretense of his active sex life. 

Drawing back upon what Randell, Jerdén, Öhman, Starrin, and Flacking (2016) have noted 

about masculinity, Eskild appears as a sincere character who displays a non-gender-

normative masculinity and has the courage to be himself and truthful about his emotions. He 

represents a moralizing instance both for Isak and the audience: for the former, as he sets the 

‘baby gay’ straight in his initial condescending views on homosexuality and gay culture, and 

thereby offering the latter a different perspective on what it means to be a gay, male teenager 

in Norway today (see Chapter 5.1.1). 

A third representation of gay teenage masculinity is provided through Even.13 Even if 

he initially struggles to let go of his girlfriend Sonja and to wholeheartedly be with Isak, this 

can be interpreted as an expression of his difficulties of leaving someone that knows him well 

and has been an emotional support in his recurring manic episodes, rather than a reluctance of 

admitting that he is in love with a boy. One scene that demonstrates that Even is a more 

‘woke’ and outspoken gay character than Isak is featured in the clip Bånder in Episode 3. At 

a party, Emma, Isak’s then still alleged love interest, declares that she loves homosexuals, as 

she finds them to be “so cute”. In reaction to Emma’s remark, Even calls her out for 

generalizing all gay men, asserting that her statement is equal to calling all Muslims 

terrorists. While he does so, the shot shows Emma in a blur, while Even is put into focus (see 

Figure 2.1). 

 

                                                
12 As Odd Kristian Lindebrække Ophus points out, Skam 3’s depiction of gay characters is double-edged: in a 
Norwegian context, it is positive in that it represents a novelty. In a historical context however, it is problematic 
as it does not challenge (homo)normativity and is thus less diverse than one might assume (Lindebrække Ophus, 
2018, p. 55). 
13 It should be mentioned here that it is possible that Even is bisexual. In contrast to Isak, he has no official 
coming out, and the question of his sexuality is not addressed as such. 
On a different note, I want to underline that (homo-) sexuality is not the only definitory factor of a person’s 
masculinity but constitutes the main aspect that I am focusing on here. 
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Figures 2.1-2.2: Even’s and Isak’s facial expressions when Emma proclaims she loves homosexuals 

(Skam 3, Ep. 3, Bånder). 
 

The cinematography thus underlines that it is Even who has the more sophisticated and 

reflected opinion on the issue. In the reverse shot, we see Isak in close-up, listening 

attentively to what Even has to say (see Figure 2.2), as at this stage of the narrative and of his 

personal development, he, too, generalizes homosexual men. Furthermore, it is noteworthy 

that Emma is physically placed between Isak and Even in the scene, symbolizing that she is 

one of the obstacles, even if a minor one, that has to be overcome to pave the way for the 

boys’ pursuit of love. 

Dahl and Lindtner refer to Brooks in remarking that the melodrama or soap opera 

often functions as a moral compass in times where traditional moral authorities have been 

undermined (Dahl & Skarsbø Lindtner, 2018, p. 192). Within it, the characters undergo an 

inner transformation in a classical Hollywood-like arc of suspense (Dahl & Skarsbø Lindtner, 

2018, p. 192). I have so far mentioned two important characters that act as moral authorities 

and thereby contribute to Isak’s development: Eskild and Even both appear as more mature, 

woke, and sophisticated in issues of sexuality than the protagonist. A further moral authority 

is Isak’s best friend Jonas. An illustration of this can be found again in Episode 3, when Isak 

and his three friends Jonas, Mahdi, and Magnus watch a group of girls practicing in a modern 

dance class. While the other three guys are shown visibly intrigued by what they are 

witnessing, the camera pans up to a skeptical and rather unimpressed Isak (Figures 3.1-3.4). 
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Figures 3.1-3.4: Jonas’, Magnus’, Mahdi’s and Isak’s facial expressions when watching teenage girls practicing 

dance (Skam 3, Ep. 3, Ultrahomse). 
 

The scene is filmed in slow motion and shots of the dancing girls, their athletic bodies and 

movements in close-up, the facial expressions of the three stunned boys, and of a visibly 

underwhelmed Isak, are juxtaposed. Therefore, the cinematography illustrates and 

emphasizes Isak’s loss or absence of his interest in women. After the lesson, however, he 

tries to verbally disprove this and reinforce his traditional masculinity and heterosexuality, 

when he comments disparagingly upon the seemingly gay dance instructor, and the following 

dialogue with Jonas unfolds: 

 
Isak: He was so gay. 
Jonas: What? 
Isak: Didn’t you see it? Ultra-gay! 
Jonas: What’s the deal with you dissing people who are gay? 
Isak: I wasn’t dissing him. But it was so obvious. 
Jonas: Yeah, but… You just, like, point out that he is gay? 

 

Jonas here comes across as the more educated, mature friend, who calls Isak out on his 

problematic statements. Furthermore, while Isak seems severely troubled by deviating from a 

heteronormative masculinity, Jonas appears overall more secure both in himself and his 

masculinity. This can, however, be traced back to the circumstance that he is in no place to 

question his sexuality identity and consequently his masculinity, which Isak thereagainst is. 
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Jonas’ maturity and ‘wokeness’ becomes reinforced in the scene of Isak’s coming out 

in Episode 6, when the latter is finally able to admit that he is in love with Even. Instead of 

being surprised or shocked, which is the response that Isak had been fearing and which one 

could commonly expect from a teen television series, Jonas reacts calmly. His character 

serves therefore as both a moral authority within the series and a role model for the teenage 

audience in displaying the ethically correct way to react when a friend comes out as gay 

(Helljesen, 2016). Moreover, the scene is of importance for gay teenagers in real-life 

Norway, as it gives them an example of what their coming out could look like and 

demonstrates that this sort of non-dramatic reaction is a realistic response to it (Helljesen, 

2016). In this regard, Skam 3 has been described to be moral, yet without being moralistic 

(Faldalen, 2016b; Dahl & Skarsbø Lindtner, 2018, p. 193). Even if the scene of Isak’s 

coming out is comparably unagitated, one could criticize that the act of coming out itself still 

plays a central role in the narrative, as it often does in narratives featuring a gay or queer 

character. On the other hand, since Isak is a teenager and his coming of age is an underlying 

narrative strand, his coming out represents a major step in him maturing and evolving and 

may therefore seem natural to include. 

It becomes clear that Skam 3 displays a soap opera-typical dispersion of plot and 

character. As an example, Isak’s relation to other male side characters plays a major role in 

the season as it influences and accompanies his own evolvement. Taking this as a point of 

departure, I want to turn to the different values of masculinity that the soap opera genre 

suggests and how they are being portrayed in Skam’s third season. 

 

4.1.3 Values/Norms of Masculinity 
As mentioned above, while the soap opera often features female characters that are 

professionals and powerful outside the domestic sphere, male main characters tend to be 

portrayed as sensitive (Fiske, 2011, p. 222). In an interview, Andem mentions that her 

character development has been guided by the so-called emotional toolbox screenwriting 

method, which was established by media consultant and screen writer Laurie Hutzler 

(Faldalen, 2016a). This method divides fictional characters into nine main types, 

differentiating between how their immediate tactics, long term orientation, and strategic 

approach compound what Hutzler terms their “emotional depth of field” (Hutzler, 

Introduction, n.d.). As Therese Sagvik (2017) has shown, Isak is an example of a character 

driven by the power of love and the belief that “if they make themselves indispensable and/or 
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irresistible the other person will need them and will be obliged to love them“ (Hutzler, Power 

of Love, n.d.). These characters appear “soft, gentle, and compliant on the outside”, while 

being strong on the inside, and are usually female (Hutzler, Power of Love, n.d.). In case of 

Skam 3, then, these characteristics are transferred to a male character. However, it is not right 

from the beginning of the season that Isak openly displays his sensitivity, but I find him to be 

oscillating between facets of sensitive and tough masculinity (Randell, Jerdén, Öhman, 

Starrin, & Flacking, 2016). 

Among the aspects that place Isak as a love-driven character, Sagvik (2017) mentions 

his jealousy (for instance of Even’s previous girlfriend Sonja), his desperate urge to find 

something that Even and himself have in common as a means of identifying himself 

(particularly when it comes to taste in film and music), and the circumstance that Isak defines 

his self-worth by how Even sees him. The author finds that even if Isak does not exhibit other 

aspects of a typical love-driven character, such as being needy and possessive, this type is 

nevertheless the one that he trends towards the most. 

Skam 3 combines elements of the soap opera, the melodrama, and (teen) romance. A 

core aspect that differentiates it from other teen romances, however, is that it focuses on a 

homosexual love story and developing relationship. The audience witnesses how Isak slowly 

but surely falls in love with Even, while simultaneously embarking on his journey to 

determine his sexual identity. This is expressed when he for instance takes a personality test 

on the Internet to find out ‘how gay’ he is, also when he is shown spending minutes over 

formulating a text message to Even, and, once he has come out to his friends, debates with 

them the possible meaning of messages and scribbles that Even sent him. A further 

endorsement of Skam 3’s romantic character is exerted when Even revealingly mentions in a 

videoclip – which Isak stumbles upon while researching Even online – that his favorite 

director is Baz Luhrmann (Episode 2, clip Even). Real-life director Luhrmann directed the 

screen adaptation of one of the world’s most famous (heterosexual) love stories, Romeo + 

Juliet (1996). Several stylistic and narrative references to the movie are scattered throughout 

Skam 3. There are particularly two revealing examples, which I want to take into closer 

examination: the pool scene (Episode 4, clip 21:21) and the church scene (Episode 9, O 

Helga Natt). 14 In the former, Even and Isak break into the house of a former classmate of 

                                                
14 In Episode 2, clip Romeo og Juliet, Isak is shown watching the whole film, including both the pool and the 
church scene. After finishing the movie, he lies on his bed crying, staring apathetically at the ceiling. Brief 
moments after, he tries to find Even on Facebook, and eventually downloads the gay dating app Grindr. I will 
come back to this scene in Chapter 5.1.1. 
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Even’s, go for a dip in the pool and eventually kiss for the first time (see Figures 4.1 and 4.3). 

To accentuate the parallelism of the two narratives even more, the scene is accompanied by 

the love ballad titled “Kissing you”, that has been specifically written for Luhrmann’s movie. 

 

   
Figure 4.1: Romeo and Juliet kissing underwater      Figure 4.2: Romeo walking towards the altar 

     (Camilotti, 2013, p. 55).             (Funeral scene from Romeo + Juliet, 2019). 
 

   
Figure 4.3: Even and Isak kissing underwater       Figure 4.4: Isak walking towards the altar (Skam 3, Ep. 

     (Skam 3, Ep. 4, 21:21).              9, O Helga Natt). 
  

A second example is the church scene in Episode 9 in which Isak attends a Christmas concert 

with his parents. Even if the setting of the scene is less opulent, it again clearly references 

Romeo + Juliet (Figures 4.2 and 4.4). In both the film and the series, the church scene 

represents a substantial, dramatic narrative turning point, which however differs in its 

implication and consequences. While in Romeo + Juliet, the scene leads over to the tragic 

death of the two protagonists and thereby the dissolution of their romance, in Skam 3 Isak 

leaves the setting to run after Even and reaffirm his feelings for him.15 

These references of Skam 3 to Romeo + Juliet work on several narrative levels. As 

they evoke memories of one of the world’s most iconic love stories, they underline the 

universality and transferability of the evolving romantic relationship between Isak and Even. 

By this, the audience becomes invited to just as readily sympathize and identify with a 

homosexual love story, as they would with a heterosexual one. Moreover, in a soap opera-

                                                
15 As previously stated, there could be further scenes to mention here. Even such a seemingly simple scene as in 
Episode 5, depicting Even and Isak cuddling in bed, draws a visual reference to Romeo + Juliet. However, due 
to the scope of this thesis I decided to limit my comments to the two scenes mentioned. 
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typical manner, it puts the pursuit of love, (romantic) feelings, and human interactions and 

relationships in the narrative focus. As Skam 3 on several levels mirrors the feminine genre 

conventions of the soap opera, the melodrama, and the romance, it underlines the sensitivity 

and emotionality of Isak’s representation of masculinity. 

 

4.1.4 Setting 
As a final aspect of how Skam 3’s genre affiliation reflects certain representations of 

masculinity, I want to turn to the setting. Soap operas typically put emphasis on a domestic 

setting, which is to be understood as a “home or a place that functions as a home, a place 

where people meet, talk, and are established in their relationships” (Fiske, 2011, p. 222). 

Accordingly, in Skam 3 relatively little action takes place outside of a home or other indoor 

location, as for instance the school that the characters attend. 

One of these indoor settings is the shared flat that Isak lives in (as Noora’s successor), 

and which he shares with Eskild and Linn. Isak’s living situation both reflects his privilege (I 

will return to this in Chapter 5.3) and reveals his detachedness from his parents. Since Isak 

does not live with his family but with peers, the family life, even if not entirely excluded, 

plays a minor role in the narrative.16 This allows for the evolving romantic relationship to be 

fairly undisturbed by parental influence17 and thus take on its major role in the plot. 

Another important setting in the season is Even’s home, which is marked by a similar 

absence of parental interference and control. Instead, the space becomes occupied by the two 

teenagers for engaging in drinking, smoking marijuana, listening to music – and eventually 

cuddling, kissing, and having sex. Both Isak and Even’s home are mostly held in blue and 

grey colors (see Figure 5). Traditionally, these colors are connoted as belonging to a 

stereotypically masculine color scheme (Cunningham & Macrae, 2011). The shot in Figure 5 

is a further reference to Romeo + Juliet, while the according scene in the film is held in 

warmer tones and reddish colors. This shift of color contributes to make Isak and Even’s 

                                                
16 Viewers are informed that Isak’s father left the family and that his mother has mental issues. In addition, the 
latter appears to be deeply religious as she frequently sends Isak crude text messages containing bible 
quotations. From a doorplate of the former family home, we learn that Isak has a sister, who, however, is never 
directly mentioned. The only time Isak’s parents are shown is in the church scene described above. Still, since 
we only see their backs and not their faces, it highlights the secondary role that they play in the narrative. 
17 An exception of this is when Isak sends his mother a text message that he is dating a boy. This is a big step for 
him in confirming his sexual identity, as he expects his mother’s opposition due to her strong religious beliefs. 
He also tells his father about Even (Ep. 8, clip Religion) but seems overall less concerned of his reaction. A later 
clip in which Isak tells his father that him and Even are not together anymore, underlines the impression that the 
father-son relationship is rather estranged and not used to share their feelings with each other (Ep. 9, clip Sees 
fredag). I return to this in Chapter 5.1.1. 
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relationship more realistic and relatable: it is no adult romance but a story of two teenagers 

falling in love.18 This underlines the universality and relatability of the narrative (Hvidsten, 

2016). In addition, both the pool scene and the church scene mentioned above display a 

similar color scheme. It has been suggested that the pool scene in Romeo + Juliet reflects the 

purity, transparency, and innocence of the couple’s love (Camilotti, 2013, p. 55), which can 

be extended to the choice of settings and color scheme in Skam 3. The aspect of purity in the 

context of the series has also been taken up by Lindebrække Ophus, who remarks that Isak 

and Even’s love story is an example of the notion that ‘love conquers all’. The fact that they 

are two boys with the sole objective of wanting to be together serves to underline this purity 

(Lindebrække Ophus, 2018, p. 53). 

 

 
       Figure 5: Even and Isak kissing in bed (Skam 3, Ep. 5, Hjernen er alene). 

 

In addition to Isak’s and Even’s homes, a third relevant setting is the school Hartvig 

Nissen, which most of the Skam-characters attend. This setting is where Isak and Even meet 

for the first time, and where their romance later develops in secrecy, which contributes to the 

dramatization of the plot. In addition, the school represents a space where Isak gets to discuss 

and interpret the different incidents and turns of his romantic endeavors with his friends. 

Nevertheless, in summary there is an emphasis on private, indoor, and domestic 

settings in Skam 3, which allows for intimate moments, feelings, and relationships to develop. 

The majority of scenes taking place in the outdoors serve as mini-climaxes within the 

narrative. Instances of this can be found in Episode 8 (clip 15:15-01-01), when Even, under 

the influence of a manic episode, leaves the safe indoor space of the hotel room he and Isak 

are staying in for a night, to nakedly wander the nocturnal streets of Oslo. Furthermore, in the 

aforementioned church scene Isak dramatically rushes out in the middle of the concert to run 

                                                
18 Romeo and Juliet are no adults either, but due to the temporal embeddedness of the original text presumably 
more mature than Isak and Even.  
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after Even. Eventually he finds him on the schoolyard – the place where they first met – and 

they kiss passionately as to seal their love. The circumstance that indoor settings play an 

important role throughout the season, providing an intimate room for emotions and the 

evolvement of Even and Isak’s romance, while the outdoor settings mostly give space for 

more dramatic mini-climaxes, underlines once more Skam 3’s affiliation with the 

traditionally feminine genre of the soap opera. I will summarize how this influences the 

representation of Isak’s masculinity after turning to 17 and its representation of masculinity, 

which is anchored in the traditionally masculine genre of suburban realism. 

 

4.2 17 – Teenage Masculinity in Suburban Realism 
I examine 17 as a representative of the genre of suburban (social) realism. Ian Watt has noted 

that realistic narratives deal with the experiences of an individualized character (Fiske, 2011, 

p. 22). As a subcategory of realism, social realism particularly puts a working-class 

member’s “experience of subordination in an industrial society” into focus (Fiske, 2011, p. 

22). This experience coincides with the marginalization of masculinity that the male 

associates of the working class undergo. In order to give a brief overview of the main 

characteristics of social realism, I want to invoke Marion Jordan’s remarks: 

 

Briefly the genre of Social Realism demands that life should be presented in the 
form of a narrative of personal events, each with a beginning, a middle and an 
end, important to the central characters concerned but affecting others in only 
minor ways; that though these events are ostensibly about social problems they 
should have as one of their central concerns the settling of people in life; that 
the resolution of these events should always be in terms of the effect of personal 
interventions; that characters should be either working-class or of the classes 
immediately visible to the working classes … and should be credibly accounted 
for in terms of the ‘ordinariness’ of their homes, families, friends; that the locale 
should be urban and provincial …; that the settings should be commonplace and 
recognizable (the pub, the street, the factory, the home and more particular the 
kitchen); that the time should be ‘the present’; that the style should be such as 
to suggest an unmediated, unprejudiced and complete view of reality; to give, 
in summary, the impression that the reader, or viewer, has spent some time at 
the expense of the characters depicted. (Jordan, 1981, p. 28, emphasis in 
original) 

 

In taking a closer look at 17 in the following subchapters, it becomes evident how strikingly 

these aspects are reflected in the series, which underlines its genre affiliation.  
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The masculine narrative form of social realism becomes evident in its opposition to 

the feminine elements of the soap opera. A first aspect is the focus on social issues: Even if 

not entirely neglected in soap operas, they only play a minor role when compared to social 

realist narratives (Modleski, 2008, p. 78). Instead, as I have pointed out earlier, soap operas 

tend to put more emphasis on (individual) feelings and emotions. A further difference is that 

social realism often features representations of the working class and people of color, while 

soap operas typically focus on the middle class and exclude minorities (Modleski, 2008, p. 

78). Moreover, social realism tends to have a more definite narrative conclusion than the 

never-ending soap opera. 

The genre of suburban realism has been widely discussed in relation to the French 

cinéma de banlieue. The term banlieue denominates the urbanized areas outside the centers 

of major French cities. Constructed from the 1950s onwards, these territories have developed 

into deprived areas, marked by rates of high (youth) unemployment, (domestic) violence, 

petty crime, and tensions among inhabitants. Therefore, the term is often connoted negatively 

(Fuchs-Eisner, 2016, pp. 134-135). As religion and politics researcher Jocelyne Cesari points 

out, the banlieues should not be confused with the American suburbs. While the latter are 

coined by middle class residents, in the former it is more likely to find “concentrations of 

poor, often minority, populations, violence, ghettoization, and despair” (Cesari, 2008). 

Banlieue-films capture the everyday life of the French suburban residents and their 

difficulties in finding their place in society.  The characters are often caught in between 

cultures and become stigmatized due to both their ethnicity and their place of residence. This 

double-stigmatization is an important point, that I will get back to in discussing 

representations of ethnicity and race in Chapter 5.2. The label ‘banlieue-film’ has been 

criticized in its function to define a whole genre, as critics find this to be ‘ghettoizing’ works 

of art (Fuchs-Eisner, 2016, p. 135; Rose, 2016). Nevertheless, the concept and discussions of 

the banlieue-film are relevant in my subsequent analysis of 17 and its suburban social 

realism. 

This being said, it should be kept in mind that I am neither looking at a French or 

American, but a Norwegian suburban area. In her critique of 17, Norwegian journalist 

Amanda Schei (2018) remarks that the series is not entertaining enough in its realism, that its 

plot is too thin and too little forward-pressing, and that it should have oriented itself more 

towards a series like The Wire. However, I find that transferring a plot based in the American 

ghetto and designated by a high number of acts of violence and crime onto a Norwegian 

setting would have been at costs of 17’s realism. In a Norwegian context, the main dramatic 
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element of the series, namely Abdi’s fear of being sent to an Islamic school in Somalia 

against his will, is a realistic matter (Thomas, 2016). The tendency of some Somali parents in 

Norway to send their children back to their home country to make them engage with Somali 

religion and culture is described by the Somali term dhaqan celis, which translates as 

“cultural rehabilitation” (Lidén, Bredal, & Reisel, 2014, p. 91). The parents’ motivations for 

doing so is often to gain control over their children and to solve family conflicts or problems 

with their children’s behavior (Lidén, Bredal, & Reisel, 2014, p. 9). On the one hand, such a 

stay abroad can lead to the enhancement of teenagers’ Somali-Norwegian identity and their 

reappreciation of the safety, welfare, and educational opportunities in Norway (Lidén, Bredal, 

& Reisel, 2014, p. 8). However, it has been shown that upon their return these children may 

have difficulties with re-enrolling in the Norwegian school system (Thomas, 2016, p. 1). For 

Abdi, the possibility of being sent alone to Somalia without knowing whether he will be 

returning to Norway is an issue of existential scope. In addressing this issue, 17 bears 

potential for recognition for those that the series is targeted at, namely second-generation 

Norwegian teenagers in the suburban east of Oslo (Hauger, 2018). In the following I will 

analyze how 17 as an example of Norwegian suburban realism and thus a masculine narrative 

form represents Abdi’s teenage masculinity in regard to narrative form, types of male 

characters, values/norms of masculinity, and setting. 

 

4.2.1 Narrative Form 
First of all, and similar to Skam, 17 displays a linear narrative structure, in which events 

occur in a logical order and have a beginning, middle, and end. It is therefore a classical 

realist narrative (Fiske, 2011, p. 132). The (personal) events that make up the narrative are 

marked by various narrative lengths: Some happenings are both introduced and concluded 

within the course of one episode, while others are initiated in an early episode and not 

resolved until the very end of the season. Nevertheless, the resolution of events happens to a 

greater extent than in Skam 3: By the end of the season, Abdi has passed his classes in school, 

broken up with his initial love interest Frida, had a clarifying conversation after an argument 

with his best friend Emrah, did not start dealing with heavy drugs, and decided to fly to 

Somalia. Hence, there are no open questions left regarding how certain relationships in 17 

will evolve. The only aspect that remains unclear is whether and when Abdi is going to return 
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from Somalia, but this does not necessarily play a profound role for a possible second 

season.19  

The masculine narrative form of 17 is further emphasized by the climatic structure of 

the season. A short title sequence introducing each of the 17 episodes displays a countdown 

that starts with day 17 and finally lands at day zero.20 It is only during the course of the 

season that the audience learns which event is being counted down to. Abdi’s existential 

worry that his mother might send him to an Islamic school in Somalia, a place that he has 

never revisited after being born there, solidifies with each episode. Day zero marks the day 

that Abdi’s flight leaves for Mogadishu. The stringent narrative structure leads to a climatic 

final episode, which simultaneously represents the complete resolution and closure of events 

featuring Abdi as the protagonist. 

Even if 17 makes use of close-ups, it does so to a lesser extent than Skam 3. Hence, 

Abdi’s inner life, thoughts, and emotions always remain more mystical and unknown to the 

viewer than the ones of Isak. This being said, there is one scene in particular in which Abdi’s 

feelings become more evident: In Episode 5, after having researched and read articles about 

Islamic schools in Somalia and how some of them torture pupils, Abdi looks directly into the 

camera in a close setting, thereby breaking the fourth wall (see Figure 6.1). His direct gaze, 

facial expression, and the contrasting blue and red lighting of the shot serve to dramatize and 

emphasize Abdi’s desperation and fear. 

 

  
Figure 6.1: Abdi’s reaction to violent practices in Islamic        Figure 6.2: Abdi helplessly watching the fight (17, Ep. 2).  

    schools (17, Ep. 5). 
 

                                                
19 At the end of 17, the former point of view changes when the camera starts to follow Emrah while Abdi is on 
the way to the airport. Hence, one can assume that a potential second season would focus on Emrah and not 
require Abdi’s presence. 
20 In Episode 1, the first number that appears is not 17 but 16, implying that there are 16 days left before the 
climax. 



	44 

The circumstance that 17’s main plotline concerns the possibility of Abdi being sent 

to Somalia further underlines the series’ masculine narrative structure. In contrast to Skam 3, 

the series deals significantly less with emotions, relationships, and romantic endeavors. Even 

if Abdi has a love interest for a brief while, he breaks up with Frida in order to be able to deal 

with other, more pressing issues. In trying to fit into a society as a marginalized male, he has 

to balance his friends’ and family’s contrasting expectations of him. While Emrah and his 

other friends prefer to see him skip school, party, and get drugs, his mother and older brother 

expect Abdi to not get into trouble with the police, take responsibility at home, and do good 

in school. As he is forced to deal with these contrasting expectations, Abdi appears as a more 

active agent than Isak. His choices have a direct effect on his future, which Fiske links to “the 

‘masculine’ laws of cause and effect with their consequent narrative and ideological closure” 

(2011, pp. 221-222). 

A filmic device that conveys a certain notion of masculinity is the use of slow motion. 

According to Fiske, in masculine narratives, and therein often in action scenes, the 

manipulation of time serves to “maximize the masculine performance” (Fiske, 2011, p. 221). 

As a social realist series, 17 makes only few uses of time manipulation, which however make 

them even more apparent when being deployed. For instance, in Episode 2 it comes to an 

argument between Abdi and his friends and a group of white, posh-looking teenage boys, 

which I will discuss in more detail below. The argument escalates when Emrah forcefully hits 

one of the other boys in the face. The two groups end up engaging in a fist fight, whereas 

Abdi stands paralyzed in between them. His facial expression is shown in close-up and slow 

motion as he helplessly watches the fight and does not get involved (Figure 6.2). The use of 

slow motion in this scene underlines the violent and aggressive behavior of the other male 

teenagers, while at the same time pinpointing the less genre-typical representation of Abdi’s 

masculinity as he refuses to engage in the physical confrontation. 

 

4.2.2 Types of Male Characters 
Even if Abdi is the distinct protagonist in 17, his male group of friends and his family play an 

important role. The former consists of other multicultural, male teenagers: the Turkish-

Norwegian Emrah, as well as Sakarias, Jonas, and Mahad, whose ethnic affiliation remains 

unknown. Aspects of a community factor and group affiliation play an important role in the 

suburban setting of 17, which is in accordance with both the teen television genre and 

banlieue-films (Ross & Stein, 2008, p. 7; Fuchs-Eisner, 2016, p. 137). Similar to Skam, the 
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producers of the series decided to cast amateur actors that live in the east of Oslo themselves 

to underline the ‘real-seemingness’ of the series. When asked about how he thinks his 

neighborhood is represented in the media, Serhat Yildirim, who plays Emrah, replies: 

 

Det blir ofte beskrevet som veldig voldelig. Men det er jo ikke sånn det alltid 
er. I serien prøver vi å vise at det også er mye kjærlighet blant oss og vi er ikke 
voldelige gutter egentlig. Jeg er rampete i serien og det er jo alltid en eller to 
som er litt sånn, men vi er egentlig fredfulle gutter. [It is often being described 
as very violent. But that’s not how it always is. In the series we try to show that 
there is also a lot of love between us and that we actually are no violent boys. I 
am mischievous in the series and there is surely always one or two who behave 
like that, but actually we are peaceful boys.] (Hauger, 2018) 
 

The types of male characters featured in 17 are a result of the geographical and socio-cultural 

setting of the series. As second-generation Norwegians, the teenage boys appear as outsiders, 

who have no definite place in or general access to mainstream society. As a result, they on 

the one hand revolt against the norms defined by the society they never quite manage to fit in, 

while on the other, they find comfort within the othered community they are a part of (Fuchs-

Eisner, 2016, p. 137). 

The double-stigmatization that Abdi experiences due to his ethnicity and place of 

residence has by other scholars been described as a source of high potential for frustration 

and violence amongst (male) suburban teenagers (Fuchs-Eisner, 2016, p. 135). This 

circumstance is well captured in one of the most important and known examples of a 

banlieue-film, La Haine (Engl. Hate; Kassovitz, 1995). The movie follows the three friends 

Saïd (a North-African Muslim), Vince (a young Jewish man), and Hubert (an Afro-French 

male) for one day as they roam the streets of Paris in the aftermath of the street riots. 

In examining the types of masculinity depicted in La Haine, sociologist Laura Fuchs-

Eisner describes the male protagonists as being both underachievers, drug dealers, and thugs, 

without employment or perspective. At the same time, they appear as loyal friends, as sons 

that manage to bring home money, and as young men that engage in the daily fight of 

defending their honor and authenticity (Fuchs-Eisner, 2016, p. 138). These themes and types 

of characters are also reflected in 17, yet with some differences at hand. The protagonists in 

La Haine are a few years older and thus have a somewhat greater responsibility than Abdi 

and his friends, as they have to contribute to provide for the family by making money. Even 

if for the latter having and making money plays an important role, they first and foremost are 

pupils. The most aggressive character in La Haine is Vince, who therefore compares to 
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Emrah. Hubert acts more moderate and sensible, and Saïd often has to mediate between the 

two. Thus, I find the combination of Hubert’s and Saïd’s behavior to resemble that of Abdi. 

Even if La Haine takes place in the French suburbs of Paris, which places the film in a 

different geographical and socio-cultural context than Oslo’s suburban area, the film and the 

television series display similarities due to their common genre affiliation. 

Coming back to the types of male characters in 17, within the domestic sphere Abdi’s 

older brother Hamse acts as an important role model and moral authority, similar to what 

Eskild signifies for Isak. In contrast to Abdi, Hamse appears as studious, well-behaved, 

sensible, responsible, and respectful towards the authority of their mother Fatuma. He serves 

as one of the main contact persons and confidants for the teenager. Since we learn that Abdi 

has been growing up without a father, Hamse takes on an important function as a male role 

model and represents what comes closest to a fatherly figure. He helps Abdi out whenever he 

can, letting his younger brother borrow money and even his identity card. Even when Abdi 

causes him serious trouble (I will mention an example further below), he never reacts 

violently or aggressively. When Hamse was a teenager himself, he succeeded in school and 

had never been confronted with the possibility of being sent to Somalia. Furthermore, as far 

as we learn, he is not involved in any illegal activity.21 This becomes particularly apparent in 

comparison to the three protagonists of La Haine, who are in his age group. Hamse thus 

represents an ‘ideal’ example of a second-generation immigrant male.22 This is an ideal that 

Abdi has yet to reach, but seems to be moving towards, which is partly due to his brother’s 

influence. In Episode 7, for instance, we witness how Abdi follows Hamse’s advice on how 

he can act more responsibly: he does not go out to meet his friends but stays at home to work 

on a school presentation, he helps his little brother to do his homework, he takes the initiative 

to help Fatuma carry some groceries, and he actively tries to stay away from Emrah. Taking 

these remarks as a point of departure, I want to share a few words on the values of 

masculinity that 17 entails. 

 

4.2.3 Values/Norms of Masculinity 
As Fiske has noted, “in masculine narratives sensitivity is seen as a threat to masculinity …. 

Power is confined to the men, sensitivity to the women” (Fiske, 2011, p. 222). Going back to 

                                                
21 This being said, there is a possibility that Hamse also used to deal with or at least consume marijuana. When 
Abdi desperately tries to get hold of money to be able to pay for the damaged apartment, he reaches out to a 
drug dealer, who is an old friend of Hamse’s. 
22 Hamse’s only ‘flaw’ is that he has a girlfriend that he does not dare tell his mother about. This underlines the 
respect that he has both towards his mother and his Muslim religion and Somalian traditions. 
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Connell’s definition of masculinity, the types of masculinities that are present in the suburbs, 

such as Abdi’s, are marginalized. Due their ethnic and socio-economical background, 

marginalized men barely have the chance to ever attain the ideal of the hegemonic male 

(Fuchs-Eisner, 2016, p. 137). Because of this circumstance, internal code systems within the 

marginalized community may form in order to compensate this marginalization or exclusion. 

Within this code system, aspects such as honor, authenticity, loyalty, rigor, and resistance to 

the authority of the state, for instance by means of criminal acts, play a decisive role (Fuchs-

Eisner, 2016, p. 137). This contributes to the stereotype of the macho, aggressive, immigrant 

male teenager, who is driven by the feeling of not having any perspectives in life and being 

excluded from mainstream society (Fuchs-Eisner, 2016, p. 137). 

Building on this, I want to come back to the aforementioned scene of a fight between 

Abdi’s friends and another group of boys and how it reflects upon aggression as a traditional 

masculine norm (Levant & Richmond, 2007, p. 132). The scene takes place in front of a 

centrally located music venue in Oslo called Sentrum Scene. Abdi and his friends queue in 

front of the venue hoping to attend a concert, when they enter a discussion with a group of 

five white, posh-looking teenage boys.23 Their argument is ignited as one of the boys from 

the other group remarks that Abdi and his friends will not be granted access into the venue 

anyway, since they “cause a lot of turmoil” (see Figures 7.1-7.2). 

 

   
Figures 7.1-7.2: Abdi and his friends get into an argument with a group of boys (17, Ep. 2). 

 

As they address the stereotype of the aggressive, immigrant male that is constantly causing 

trouble, Abdi’s friends become provoked and respond to this by, ironically, confirming the 

stereotype. The boys start pushing and yelling at each other, with the consequence of them all 

getting thrown out of the queue. This increases the tension between the two groups, and the 

                                                
23 They could be described as ‘vestkant’-boys, while Abdi and his friends are ‘østkant’-boys. These colloquial 
terms refer to the aforementioned economic and social differences between Oslo’s richer west side and less 
privileged east side (Statistics Norway, 2013). 
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most outspoken of the white boys calls Abdi’s friends snitches. As Emrah and the boy angrily 

face each other, this signifies both a clash of race and class, and of the respective versions of 

masculinity they represent: Emrah represents the socially marginalized teenager that displays 

violent and aggressive behavior, thereby adhering to stereotypical patterns of suburban 

masculinity, while the other boy represents the embodiment of a hegemonic male – white, 

privileged, and arrogant, as he is aware of his hegemony and other’s marginalization. The 

contrasting colors of the teenagers’ clothes underline this confrontation. Abdi tries to stop 

Emrah from acting out his aggression and thereby conforming to the stereotype. At last, he 

cannot prevent the physical confrontation between the two groups. However, as Abdi himself 

does not join the fight, the scene demonstrates that he does not correspond to the stereotype 

of a violent, aggressive immigrant male. 

Drawing on Hutzler’s nine character types, I argue that Abdi is a character driven by 

the power of conscience. According to the author, these characters „know instinctively if 

something is wrong, unjust, unfair, improper, corrupt or out of line. Their judgment and 

response are swift and immutable. They are propelled forward by personal outrage and moral 

indignation, usually on another’s behalf” (Hutzler, Power of Conscience, n.d.). Abdi has a 

strong sense of justice and often comments on or corrects other’s behavior if he senses it to 

be unfair or improper. Nevertheless, he sometimes engages in these activities himself, such as 

acting as an accomplice when Emrah steals a pizza, smoking marijuana, running from the 

police or stealing money from his mother. These actions can however partly be blamed on the 

system that marginalizes Abdi, as they are driven by his desire to fit in and be a part of 

mainstream society. 

Abdi’s conscience-driven character becomes particularly obvious in the aftermath of 

the incidents in Episode 9. In this episode, Emrah and Abdi’s other friends rent an apartment 

in Oslo’s Barcode24 for a night to host a party. Abdi attends the party but decides to leave 

early. The next day, he wakes up to several Snapchat-posts of his friends that show how a 

group of uninvited boys arrived and damaged parts of the apartment after Abdi had left. As it 

turns out, Emrah had misused Hamse’s identity card to be able to rent the apartment – the 

consequence of which is that Hamse receives an invoice over 46 000 Norwegian kroner to 

pay for the damage. As a result, Hamse expects Abdi to acquire the money. When Abdi 

confronts Emrah, the latter does not take any responsibility for his wrongdoings. In his 

                                                
24 The Barcode describes a row of tall and narrow buildings which mostly contain company headquarters and 
expensive private apartments. It is located close to Oslo’s waterfront and contributes distinctly to the city’s 
skyline. 
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desperation, Abdi considers starting to deal with heavy drugs.25 Eventually, he decides 

against this option, and instead decides to directly confront one of the boys that damaged the 

apartment. In doing so, he once more does not make use of violence to get the boy to take 

responsibility for the bill but confronts him by firstly showing him video evidence of what 

happened, and secondly appealing to his sense of responsibility and his conscience in their 

shared experience of belonging to a working-class family.26 The choices that Abdi makes 

here underline his conscience-driven character. 

Nevertheless, one exception should be mentioned in which Abdi breaks with his usual 

non-violent behavior: In Episode 11, he ends up in a fist fight with Emrah. However, the fight 

ensues as a reaction to Emrah’s disloyalty as a friend. Not only did he lie to Abdi about 

renting the apartment in Hamse’s name, but left the bill to be Abdi’s sole responsibility, and 

additionally set their mutual friends against him. This shows that Abdi’s motivation here is 

mostly coined by his disappointment in his friend, and not by a general aggressiveness, 

wherefore I still find him to be a conscience-driven character. 

As a second-generation immigrant, and therefore a marginalized male, I argue that 

Abdi’s representation of masculinity is shaped by a fragmentation or ‘in-betweenness’, as he 

finds himself between cultures, societal groups, the public and the domestic sphere, and 

related expectations. This will become even more evident in the character analysis in Chapter 

5. Therefore, even though he is a character of a masculine narrative form, he does not adhere 

to the according stereotype of a realist male character embodying traditional masculine 

values such as aggression and being in control (Levant & Richmond, 2007, p. 132; Reeser, 

2010, p.1). This plurality of his representation of masculinity is also distinct in regard to the 

setting, which I turn to in the following. 

 

4.2.4  Setting 
In accordance with the genre conventions of social realism, 17 takes place in a contemporary 

setting and urban locale in the eastern part of Oslo, in a district called Stovner. This setting 

gets introduced and reinforced through several aerial shots that are repeatedly deployed (see 

Figures 8.1-8.2). Although situated in a lush and green environment, the area is dominated by 

anonymous and monotonous looking building blocks. 

                                                
25 This underlines once more the disparity in privilege between Isak and Abdi: while for the former, acquiring 
money for his rent is just a phone call to his father away, for the latter, the only option for a while seems to lie in 
illegal activity and drug dealing. 
26 Abdi finds the other boy while he is at work in a parking garage where he cleans cars together with his father. 
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Figures 8.1-8.2: Establishing shots of Stovner (17, Ep. 1). 

 

Once more being true to the social realist embedment of the series, the domestic 

setting in the form of the family home plays an important role in the narrative, as a 

commonplace and recognizable space. Abdi and his family live in a small apartment in one of 

Stovner’s building blocks. The limited space in Abdi’s home can be linked to the limited 

amount of freedom that he experiences both in the domestic sphere and in life in general, as 

he stands under the constant pressure of fulfilling other people’s expectations. This 

circumstance is underlined by visual aspects such as mise-en-scène, placing and space, as I 

will lay out in the following. 

First of all, the apartment is quite narrow and cramped with little room to move. Abdi 

does not have his own room (unlike Isak) but shares a sparsely furnished room with his 

younger brother Mohammed. The apartment further leaves little space for privacy and to 

some extent evokes the impression of a prison trapping the family. This is highlighted by the 

use of lighting: as the apartment is rather dark, it symbolizes a contrast to the bright outside 

world of the early Oslo summer. In a scene where Abdi lies in bed one morning, he is woken 

by the beams of sunlight that illuminate the darkness within the apartment, which underlines 

the prison analogy (Figure 9.1). In addition, within the domestic sphere Abdi is separated 

from the outside world, where his smartphone is the only means of contacting his friends and 

Frida (Figure 9.2).27 

 

                                                
27 Even though it is not shown in Figure 9.2, similar to Skam, the text messages that Abdi exchanges with his 
friends are visible to the audience. 



		 51 

    
Figure 9.1: Abdi is woken by the sunlight (17, Ep. 10).   Figure 9.2: Abdi in his narrow bed (17, Ep. 8). 
 

I find the domestic space not only to be physically restrictive, but also emotionally, as it 

limits Abdi in expressing all facets of his personality and masculinity. Within it, he is defined 

by his role as a son and middle brother. His family members expect him to be modest, hard-

working, caring, and responsible, which stands in opposition to the expectations his friends 

have of him. The division between these anticipations which shape the domestic and the 

public sphere respectively, have been found to be a common phenomenon among teenagers 

with an immigrant background (Walle, 2006, p. 221). The expectations that Abdi is 

confronted with at home are coined by the family history and the difficulties that his mother 

experiences as a single, immigrant, working-class mother that has to provide for her three 

sons. In line with this observation, the majority of the domestic scenes are narratively focused 

around Abdi’s attempts to please his mother. Nevertheless, no matter how hard he tries, his 

mother appears as strict and enervated, as she often complains about Abdi to other family 

members over the phone. 

There are in particular two public settings I want to mention that are typical of 

suburban realism narratives and play an important role in 17: the rooftop and the metro. In 

Episode 1, Emrah and Abdi retreat to a rooftop to smoke a joint. Here, they are secluded from 

the rest of society while at the same time able to overlook everything, which represents both 

their social exclusion and an attempt to circumvent it.28 A second relevant rooftop scene is 

featured in Episode 9. While hosting the previously mentioned party in an apartment in 

Oslo’s Barcode, Abdi and his friends step outside onto the roof terrace of the building (see 

Figure 10.1). Overlooking the city, Jonas reckons to remember a ground school class trip to 

Holmenkollen (which is both the name of a wealthy area and the ski jump in the west of 

Oslo). The other boys deny this, arguing that it would have been a far too long trip from 

Stovner to get there. This underlines the separation of the boys’ place of residence in Oslo’s 

                                                
28 The rooftop as a setting also prominently appears in a scene in La Haine. 
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east side from the wealthier parts of the city in the west, and simultaneously their exclusion 

from mainstream society. For them, even being able to see the ski jump represents a rare 

experience. 

 

   
Figure 10.1: Abdi and his friends on a rooftop in      Figure 10.2: Abdi and his friends joking around on the 
         Oslo’s barcode (17, Ep. 9).                metro (17, Ep. 2). 

 

A second typical, commonplace suburban setting that is frequently deployed in 17 is 

the metro.29 It is featured either in establishing shots or as a setting for scenes that feature 

Abdi and his friends in different constellations. The fact that the boys are shown in the metro 

repeatedly, and unhesitatingly claim its space by eating, talking, joking around, and even 

dancing (see Figure 10.2), underlines their familiarity with it. The metro stands in contrast to 

the immobile domestic sphere by putting an emphasis on action and movement rather than 

stillstand. 

Summing up, there is a combination of both domestic and public settings in 17 that 

both underline its masculine narrative form. They represent two contrasting social spheres 

that Abdi frequently moves in between. In my following discussion I will show how this 

brings out different versions of Abdi’s masculinity: in public (surrounded by his friends) 

Abdi generally displays more traditional masculinity norms, often trying to come across as 

tough, whereas at home (around his family) he acts more modest and sensitive. Furthermore, 

I will discuss the findings of both sub-chapters so far and conclude how Skam 3’s and 17’s 

respective genre affiliations can be understood to lead to certain representation of 

masculinity. 

 

 

 

                                                
29 Again, the metro also plays an important role in La Haine, as the plot unfolds when the three friends miss the 
last metro home and get stuck in the city center of Paris. 
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4.3 Discussion and Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter I have discussed to what extent Skam 3 exhibits characteristics of the feminine 

narrative form of the soap opera genre, and to what extent 17 exhibits characteristics of the 

masculine narrative form of the social realism genre. I want to briefly summarize and 

compare my findings and conclude how these aspects influence the series’ respective 

representations of masculinity. 

Narrative form. In the tradition of the soap opera, Skam 3’s narrative form resists 

closure by putting the process over the final result. This allows the series to closely capture 

human interactions, relationships, and feelings. The ultimate goal of Skam 3 and its 

protagonist Isak is romantic love. In its progression, the plot is traversed by mini-climaxes 

that serve to dramatize and complicate the objective of the fulfillment of love. 17’s narrative 

form thereagainst is concentrated on a more singular main climax (this however does not 

exclude the appearance of several mini-climaxes along the way), which is structurally marked 

by the countdown of 17 days from the first episode to the last. Even if he has a love interest 

for parts of the series, Abdi’s main issues concern a different segment of his life. This is 

closely connected to his ethnicity and class, which I will explore further in the following 

chapter. 

A stylistic device that underlines Skam 3’s focus on emotions is the close-up, which 

brings the audience closer to the characters and gives them time to study their faces and 

speculate on their feelings. Moreover, we get insight into their Google search history, social 

media behavior, and text messages, which further increases a sense of proximity (Jerslev, 

2017). Even if 17 also works with close-ups, they are established to a lesser extent. Abdi’s 

thoughts and feelings always remain less graspable to the viewer. I have mentioned one 

exception of this in Episode 5, where Abdi looks directly into the camera, underlining his fear 

of being sent to Somalia. In another scene, the use of slow motion as a visual device could 

have served to underline Abdi’s traditional masculinity norms; yet, it does the opposite: by 

refusing to engage in a fight, Abdi also refuses to display the aggressive behavior that is 

assumed to be typical for male immigrant teenagers. 

Types of male characters. In soap operas there are a multitude of characters that play 

integral roles in the narrative. In Skam 3, Isak’s personal development in coming to terms 

with his sexual identity is profoundly shaped by Eskild and Even, whose appearances further 

contribute to a relatively diverse representation of gay characters. They both function as more 

established moral authorities in the ‘queer world’ for the ‘baby gay’ Isak. Jonas takes on a 
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similar function within the ‘heteronormative world’, as he represents a role model for the 

teenage audience in regard to how one should react when a friend comes out as gay. Through 

Even’s, Eskild’s, and Jonas’ help and influence, Isak evolves from exhibiting an overly 

traditionally masculine behavior and stereotyped views on gay individuals and masculinity to 

becoming more aware of the underlying complexities of the matter. It further becomes clear 

that his fear of being rejected due to his sexuality lies mostly within himself, while his close 

social environment in the form of his friends and family proves to be highly receptive. 

In 17, Emrah and Hamse serve as two additional representations of young, immigrant 

masculinity. While Emrah represents a more stereotypical pattern of traditional masculinity – 

marked by aggression, violence, and a restrictive emotionality – Hamse represents the 

opposite. He is an example of a responsible and sincere immigrant male. In contrast to Isak’s 

personal difficulties of coming to terms with his sexuality, the problems that Abdi has to face 

result from external conditions and the contrasting expectations he has to live up to as a 

Somali-Norwegian teenager from the suburbs. 

Instead of merely renegotiating hegemonic masculinity both Skam 3 and 17 

demonstrate the possibility of letting alternative versions of masculinity emerge. Neither Isak 

nor Abdi corresponds to the stereotype one might expect: Isak is not an overly flamboyant, 

out-and-proud gay character, and Abdi is not an extremely violent and aggressive immigrant 

teenager. Each of them represents his own, individual version of the stereotype he has to live 

up to, while the male side characters contribute further representations. These various 

representations of gay and immigrant male teenagers partly deviate from genre conventions 

and allow for alternative, plural versions of masculinity to emerge. This is crucial from the 

view of modern-day Norwegian society and NRK’s social mission. 

Values/norms of masculinity. Drawing upon Hutzler’s method of fictional character 

development, Isak is driven by the power of love, as the pursuit of romantic love represents 

his ultimate objective. This corresponds to the general premise of the soap opera narrative 

and its focus on emotions. It draws parallels to other famous romances, such as the tragic 

love story of Romeo and Juliet. Abdi thereagainst is driven by the power of conscience, 

which is not equally genre-typical for a masculine narrative. Due to his responsible, justice-

driven, and non-violent behavior, Abdi does not comply to the stereotype of an immigrant 

male teenager. 

Setting. In line with the soap opera-genre, the majority of scenes in Skam 3 take place 

in a domestic or indoor setting such as the school or Isak’s or Even’s apartment. Fiske 
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establishes the following juxtaposition of how narrative gender differences become visible in 

the setting (Fiske, 2011, p. 223): 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 1: The setting in the feminine vs. the masculine narrative (after Fiske, 2011, p. 223). 
 

It must be noted here that it is usually masculine narratives that support this juxtaposition, 

while feminine ones reject such a strategy (Fiske, 2011, p. 223). Although one may find 

criticism with this strict binary of feminine and masculine narratives, when applied here it 

appears useful in order to explore how different types of genres represent masculinity. Since 

the setting in Skam 3 mostly stays within the domestic, its placement as a soap opera and 

feminine narrative is reinforced (see Figure 11.1). This suggests that its male characters are 

conceptualized accordingly. In regard to 17, we see that both domestic and public of settings 

are featured and consequently shape Abdi’s representation of masculinity. The domestic 

setting is coined by the family life (see Figure 11.2) and the expectations that come with it. 

Here, Abdi displays a sensitive but also more restricted version of his personality and 

masculinity. This is visually underlined by the limited space and dark lighting of the 

apartment. In public, Abdi is more active and almost constantly moving around. Common 

urban locales such as the metro, the park, and the rooftop play an important role: here, around 

his friends Abdi displays a tougher version of his masculinity. In Figure 11.4, for instance, 

we see the group of friends hanging out and drinking beer in a park, in a nonchalant and 

markedly masculine posture, shown from a wide angle. The park as a setting also appears in 

Skam 3. In a scene exclusively shot in close-ups, Isak opens up to Jonas about being in love 

with Even (Figure 11.3). 

  

Feminine Narrative Masculine Narrative 

Sensitive Tough 

Domestic Professional 

Private Public 

Indoors Outdoors 
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Figure 11.1: Even and Isak (Skam 3, Ep. 8, Tenke det     Figure 11.2: Abdi helping his little brother (17, Ep. 2). 

       du føler). 
 

   
Figure 11.3: Isak coming out to Jonas in the park      Figure 11.4: Abdi and his friends drinking beer in the  

       (Skam 3, Ep. 6, Vært litt spess i det siste).                        park (17, Ep. 2).               
 

In this chapter I have applied the concept of gendered television to Skam 3 and 17 by 

analyzing their narrative form, types of male characters, values/norms of masculinity, and 

setting. I found that Skam 3 as a soap opera generally conforms to the aspects of a feminine 

narrative, while 17 as a social realist series mainly conforms to aspects of a masculine 

narrative. An exception of this are the non-stereotypical masculinity values that Abdi 

represents by means of his conscience-drive character. I would like to point out how these 

observations bring me closer to answering my main research question, which is how the two 

series represent teenage masculinity through their main characters. 

There are two principal reasons as to why the analysis of Isak’s and Abdi’s 

representation in context of the series’ respective genres is relevant. First, their 

embeddedness within a feminine or masculine narrative gives us essential clues about the 

genre conventions the characters were constructed against. Second, Skam 3 and 17 have been 

created for certain target audiences that should be taken into consideration. I argue that both 

of these genre-related aspects shape the representation of Isak’s and Abdi’s teenage 

masculinity. 
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As the main character of a feminine soap opera narrative, Isak’s main objective is the 

pursuit of romance and love. The focus is on his thoughts, feelings, and the close portrayal of 

his reactions and emotional state. This is emphasized by the frequent use of close-ups. Due to 

this, Isak appears as a sensitive and passive character (an exception being the dramatic climax 

in Episode 9 when he decides to run after Even). Even if they relate to broader social issues, 

his main concerns of coming to terms with his sexuality and finding love are of an individual 

nature. Therefore, Isak has the genre-typical female role in a romantic drama. Since Skam 3 

was created with a female audience in mind, his representation is made to appeal to this target 

group. I conclude that Isak can be described as a love-driven, romantic hero. This is how the 

genre-elements of a feminine narrative become evident in Isak’s representation of 

masculinity. 

Abdi, by contrast, represents the conscience-driven, tragic hero in a masculine, social 

realist narrative. Even though he tries to do the right thing and to satisfy everybody’s 

expectations, this task proves impossible and he usually ends up disappointing someone. This 

dilemma puts emphasis on the active choices that Abdi makes and places him as a more 

active character than Isak. As a masculine narrative, 17 does not primarily focus on romance 

and love. This opens up the possibility of dealing with other issues instead. The main matters 

of the series concern social issues in regard to economy, education, class affiliation, and 

discrimination. 17 has been created with a male teenage audience in mind. In order for this 

audience to be able to identify with Abdi and his friends, their representation of masculinity 

is shaped accordingly. 

In conclusion, as a soap opera and feminine narrative Skam 3 opens up the possibility 

of exploring one’s emotional world and sexuality, whereas 17 as a social realist, masculine 

narrative makes it possible to explore other social issues while romantic endeavors play a 

minor role. This is the theoretical groundwork I hope to have laid in this chapter, which 

enables me to conduct a study of character in the following.  
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5 A Study of Character Development: 

Isak’s and Abdi’s Identity Markers 
 

I would like to start out this second analytical chapter by introducing some thoughts on the 

conceptions of fictional characters. Since character studies is a broad academic field, which I 

cannot cover to its fullest extent, I want to touch upon a few aspects to set my following 

analysis in context. In this chapter I review three main identity markers of sexuality, ethnicity 

and race, and class, and analyze how each of them is constructed through the characters of 

Isak and Abdi. In turning to each of the markers, I will shortly introduce further relevant 

theory to support my analysis. As I will point out, both protagonists combine hegemonic and 

non-hegemonic masculinity traits. In the final discussion of this chapter I argue how this 

constructs their plural masculinities. 

In defining fictional characters, Seymour Chatman describes them “as ‘persons’ or 

‘people’ ‘depicted in writing’” (1978, p. 108), or in this case television. He raises the valid 

question to what extent these fictional characters correspond to ‘real’ people and can be 

analyzed by means of psychological tools that we would use to typify the latter (Chatman, 

1978, p. 108). From a formalist and structuralist point of view, such an approach would be 

rejected, since characters here are seen as functional “products of plot” rather than real beings 

(Chatman, 1978, p. 111). In the particular case of this thesis, however, I find it fruitful to 

consider how both Skam’s and 17’s characters came into being by means of conducting 

interviews with real-life teenagers of the target audiences, and by the attempt to portray them 

and their thoughts and issues as realistically as possible. I examine Isak’s and Abdi’s identity 

markers by following the “conception of character as a paradigm of traits”, which “must be 

distinguished from more ephemeral psychological phenomena like feelings, moods, thoughts, 

temporary motives, attitudes” (Chatman, 1978, p. 126). To show that their traits and thus 

their representations of masculinity are not one definite thing, but plural in their nature, is the 

aim of this chapter. 

Even if scholars like Tomashevsky deem characters to be secondary to a plot, 

Chatman maintains that “both character and event are logically necessary to narrative” (1978, 

pp. 111, 113). For the author, “the contemplation of character is the predominate pleasure in 

modern art narrative” (Chatman, 1978, p. 113). Television series in general, and the two 

cases discussed in particular, allow for a deep and detailed display of character. This is due to 
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their comparably slow narrative pace and their strong focus on the individual protagonist. In 

both of my examples, the characters are not secondary to the plot, but constitute its very core. 

In general, the serial form of television series allows more time both for the characters 

to develop and for the audience to get to know and dwell upon them. According to Chatman, 

“the public demand for sequels and serials … represents a legitimate desire, of theoretical 

interest, to extend the illusion, to find out how fate disposes characters in whom we have 

come to invest emotion and interest” (1978, p. 134). This makes space for round characters to 

be developed. Drawing upon E. M. Forster’s significant division of flat and round characters, 

Chatman ascribes the latter several features: they “possess a variety of traits, some of them 

conflicting or even contradictory; their behavior is not predictable – they are capable of 

changing, of surprising us” (Chatman, 1978, p. 132). They may therefore “inspire a stronger 

sense of intimacy …. We remember them as real people. They seem strangely familiar” 

(Chatman, 1978, p. 132). This becomes even more striking when the characters are teenagers, 

as Jason Mittell remarks: 

 

One common model of change is character growth, evoking the process of 
maturation in which a character becomes more realized and fleshed out over 
time. Not surprisingly, such arcs are most common with young characters; their 
physical and emotional maturation fulfills a coming-of-age narrative. (Mittell, 
2015, p. 137, emphasis in original) 
 

Both Isak and Abdi can be described as round characters that change and mature over the 

course of the series, which makes them seem real and inspires a strong feeling of intimacy 

from the audience.30 Furthermore, Norwegian media researchers John Magnus Dahl and 

Synnøve Skarsbø Lindtner find that all of the main Skam-characters undergo an inner 

transformation in a classical Ibsen- or Hollywood-like arc of suspense (2018, p. 192). This is 

clearly the case with Isak who develops from exhibiting traditional masculine norms such as 

an avoidance of femininity and a fear of homosexuals to becoming more mature, moderate, 

and politically aware. This evolvement does not only show in the third season but runs 

through all four seasons of Skam. The character development in Skam is furthered by 

attracting both the viewer’s sympathy and empathy – while there are some characters whose 

personality traits one can identify with, there are others whose actions allow for audience 

commiseration (Novrup Redvall, 2017). Thus, the characters come across as realistic and 

approachable. Regarding 17 it is more difficult to make such general remarks on a range of 

                                                
30 This feeling of intimacy is further enhanced due to Skam’s immediacy in time and space (Jerslev, 2017). 
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characters, as the series so far only consists of one season with one protagonist. It is however 

observable that Abdi also changes significantly over the course of this season: being initially 

torn between the contrasting expectations of his friends and family, he matures to finally be 

able to face the difficult decisions in his life, such as traveling to Somalia. 

In his analysis of three core female characters in the television series Cagney and 

Lacey, John Fiske developed a scheme to reveal and compare the characters’ value structure 

and most defining features. To be able to point out and reflect upon similar aspects in regard 

to the male characters Isak and Abdi, I have applied a slightly modified version below: 

 

Categories Character Traits Isak Abdi 

General 

Gender 
Nation 
Place 
 
Time 
Age 

Male (cis) 
Norway 
Oslo, Westside (high 
affluence) 
2016 
17 

Male (cis) 
Norway 
Oslo, Eastside (lower 
affluence) 
2018 
17 

Social 

Race 
Ethnicity 
Class 
Home 
 
Money 

White 
Norwegian 
Middle class 
Modern, shared 
apartment 
Comfortable 

Black 
Somali-Norwegian 
Working class 
Traditional, family 
apartment 
Tight 

Professional Type of job Pupil Pupil 

Socio-
Sexual 

Marital Status 
Love Status 
Sexual orientation 

Single/Relationship 
In love 
Homosexual 

Single 
In love (for a while) 
Heterosexual 

Physical Body 
Hair 

Slim, able-bodied 
Blonde, straight 

Slim, able-bodied 
Black, curly 

 

Table 2: Overview of Isak’s and Abdi’s main character traits (after Fiske, 2011, p. 160). 

 

At first glance, there are some characteristics the two characters have in common, particularly 

in the first row. They both are male, cisgender teenagers, who live between 2016 and 2018 in 

Oslo, Norway. Other commonalities include that both are pupils and physically slim and 

able-bodied. The greatest differences between the two characters can be found within social 

and socio-sexual aspects. It is further the properties of these two categories that allow me to 

make inferences about to what extent Isak and Abdi conform to the hegemonic masculinity 
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ideal of Western societies (i.e. straight, white, middle-class, able-bodied, cisgender). To make 

this point even clearer, I have isolated the protagonists’ most important identity markers in 

Table 3: 

 

Identity Marker Hegemonic Non-Hegemonic 

Sexuality Abdi Isak 

Ethnicity/Race Isak Abdi 

Class Isak Abdi 
 

Table 3: How Abdi and Isak correspond to hegemonic/non-hegemonic masculinity. 

 

It becomes evident that Isak corresponds to the hegemonic pattern in terms of being white 

and middle-class (I argue for why I affiliate him with the middle class in Chapter 5.3.2) but 

differs from it by being homosexual. Abdi conforms to hegemonic masculinity by being 

heterosexual but differs from it by being black and by belonging to an ethnic minority and the 

working class. Therefore, I conclude that both characters feature hegemonic qualities, while 

simultaneously displaying others that delineate and marginalize them: they are marginalized 

and subordinated in the mainstream. Table 3 might seem like a straight-forward and tidy 

classification. As I hope my analysis will show, this is not actually the case, but the 

constructions and representations of the protagonists’ masculinities are highly complex. In 

line with this, I argue that their masculinities are plural. As mentioned before, the concept of 

plurality as such is not new in masculinity research. However, in this context I do not intend 

to deploy it on a structural level, meaning that different patterns of masculinity exist within a 

society. Rather, I find Isak and Abdi’s masculinity to be plural on an internal level, in that 

they both individually combine different aspects of hegemonic and non-hegemonic 

masculinity patterns. 

To explore their plural masculinity further, I want to dissect the three identity markers 

of sexuality, ethnicity and race, and class. As Connell pointed out, since a social practice is 

always intertwined with other social practices, gender furthermore “intersects – better 

interacts – with race and class” (Connell R. W., 1995, p. 73). A timely examination of the 

representation of young, male masculinity thus calls for an intersectional approach. 

Concretely, this means that I illuminate Isak’s representation of masculinity by taking his 

homosexuality, affiliation with an ethnic majority, and middle-class social status into 
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account, whereas with Abdi, I examine the representation of masculinity by also regarding 

his heterosexuality, affiliation with an ethnic minority, and his working-class status. 

I will explore the aspects of sexuality, ethnicity and race, and class by dedicating a 

subchapter to each of them. This enables me to closely describe and compare how the 

characters of Isak and Abdi are represented in light of these identity markers. It will become 

evident that the markers in which the characters respectively conform to hegemony play a 

minor role in the narratives. In other words, there are few comments upon issues of class and 

ethnicity or race in Skam 3, while the topic of sexuality becomes widely neglected in 17. This 

is both in line with the dramatic nature of the two teen television series, the feminine, soap 

opera narrative of Skam and the more masculine, surburban realist narrative of 17, as well as 

with the concept of marked and unmarked elements mentioned in Chapter 2.1. In my 

discussion and concluding remarks, I will lay out how this circumstance shapes the 

representation of Isak’s and Abdi’s plural masculinity.  

 

5.1 Sexuality 
As I have pointed out in Chapter 3, representations on television matter, and they do so in 

particular when it comes to the representation of minorities, such as homosexual men. Even 

though representations are no exact reproductions of reality but selective and socially 

situated, gender representations can “indeed have very profound effects on very real human 

bodies, societies and economies” (D'Acci, 2004, p. 376). For instance, in examining the 

representations of gay men on American television from the late 1960s to the year 2000, 

television scholar Kylo-Patrick Hart found that these representations profoundly influence the 

way that the American public perceives gay males and their concerns (2000, p. 62). Lynne 

Joyrich has discussed how the medium of television and the field of queer studies are 

essentially contradictory in their nature: 

 

As a ‘mainstream’ medium, TV tends to reflect, refract, and produce dominant 
ideologies, which tend to be the focus of television studies. Queer studies, in 
contrast, are committed to challenging and troubling ideological norms, offering 
powerful sites of cultural and political resistance. (Joyrich, 2014, p. 133) 

 

This contradiction sets queer television studies in an area of tension. However, Joyrich 

observes that some television programming has become more complex, eccentric, and thus 

queer in its structure, which however does not necessarily mean that it features more queer 
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individuals (2014, p. 135). Furthermore, while on the one hand the positive representation of 

queer characters contributes to defeat stigmatized stereotypes, on the other hand it often bears 

assimilations to heteronormativity, as these positive representations often feature white, 

middle-class characters (Leyda, 2019). 

In Norwegian film and television, representations of homosexuality have repeatedly 

been described as a scarce commodity (Elnan, 2012; Grindem, 2016). A possible explanation 

for this has been that homosexuality as such has become normalized in society, or at least in a 

metropolitan area such as Oslo (Elnan, 2012). However, the dissonance between the high 

degree of societal conceptions of treating homosexual individuals as equal and the neglect of 

their representation in Norwegian popular culture has been heavily criticized (Elnan, 2012; 

Grindem, 2016). Once again, these aspects underline the significance of Skam 3 as a 

mainstream television series that features both a homosexual protagonist and queer side 

characters, and as a program that addresses homosexuality within a teenage narrative and for 

a teenage audience (Grindem, 2016). In the following I want to outline how Skam 3 

represents Isak’s homosexuality and briefly remark on the non-thematization of Abdi’s 

heterosexuality in 17. 

 

5.1.1 Isak and Representations of Homosexuality 
 

It’s 2016, Isak. Get out of the closet! 

Emma, Skam 3, Ep. 5 (Bros) 

 

Skam 3 depicts Isak’s journey of determining his sexual identity, which eventually leads to 

his coming out as a homosexual. This evolvement is paralleled by him representing different 

notions of masculinity. Throughout the series, Isak progresses from representing overly 

stereotypical, traditional, and hegemonic masculine values, to gaining more of a diverse and 

educated understanding of what it means to be gay male and taking his first steps as a ‘baby 

gay’. 

I want to look at his evolvement by focusing on his initial overly hegemonic or 

hypermasculine (Edwards, 2005) phase and his reluctance to come out at first. Already in the 

first episode of the season, Isak’s macho behavior stands out as he objectifies women (for 

instance when he judges a girl in his school and states that she is not “fuckable”), and flirts 

with a different girl from his school, Emma, in a condescending way (first making fun of her 

looks, then contradicting himself and telling her she is pretty afterwards, a manipulative 
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behavior that is reminiscent of the ‘techniques’ of so-called pick-up artists (Koul, 2018)). He 

rarely misses an opportunity to verbally underline and defend his heterosexuality, while at the 

same time expressing discomfort, disrespect, and generalizations when it comes to 

homosexuality.  

As I have mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, in their study of masculinity 

social psychologists Vandello, Bosson, Cohen, Burnaford, and Weaver find that the state of 

manhood is a precarious and elusive one, which entails that men feel threatened once it 

becomes challenged (2008, p. 1325). This may provoke certain reactions, through which men 

aim to reinforce their hegemonic masculinity. Among these are physical aggression, 

“decreased liking for other nonprototypical members of their gender in-group”, or “projected 

assumptions of homosexuality onto a male target” (Vandello, Bosson, Cohen, Burnaford, & 

Weaver, 2008, p. 1327). The fear of being associated with non-hegemonic (for instance 

feminine or homosexual) values further conforms with the norms of traditional masculinity 

ideology (Levant & Richmond, 2007, p. 132). In Isak’s case, his fear of being associated with 

homosexuality expresses itself in several instances. One example is the scene that I have 

described in Chapter 4.1.2, in which Isak makes fun of a male dance instructor for appearing 

obviously homosexual. A second example is a scene in Episode 5 (clip Pride), in which Isak 

criticizes Eskild’s way of expressing his homosexuality. Leading up to the conversation is 

Isak’s confession that Even and him are “having a thing”. Having admitted that, however, he 

articulates how this does not make him “gay gay” (in the sense of being ‘out and proud’ gay), 

which he defines Eskild to be. Isak grounds this argument amongst other things in his 

roommate’s inclinations of frequently addressing topics such as oral intercourse, Kim 

Kardashian, and the scent of lavender. When Eskild questions Isak’s reasons for saying so, 

the following conversation unfolds: 

 
Isak: What I mean is that it seems like what everybody connects with being homosexual is being 
like that [flamboyant]. That sucks for those who are not. I am not going to go with mascara and 
tights in Gay Pride just because I like Even. 
 
Eskild: I have to tell you one thing about those people that you don’t want to be associated with. 
About those who dress with tights, wear mascara, and have fought for the right to be who they 
are. It’s people who have chosen to stand in the heat and the hatred, and who have been beaten 
up and killed. This is not because they so desperately want to be different either, but because 
they would rather die than to act like they’re someone they’re not. And this, Isak, requires 
courage on a completely different level than most people comprehend. I think that before you 
have taken on that fight yourself, before you have dared to stand for who you are, you should 
be extremely careful to talk and raise yourself over Gay Pride. 
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Eskild here comes across as the experienced, ‘veteran’ gay character who calls Isak out on 

his nonreflective remarks. Isak’s reluctance to be associated with other gay individuals is 

related to his fear of being generalized and stereotyped because of his homosexuality. 

Ironically, he expresses the validity of this fear by generalizing homosexual individuals 

himself, and by assuming that there is only one right way to be gay. Isak seems to interpret 

his homosexuality as a gender threat, as something that questions his masculinity and forces 

him to change the way he has performed his gender and expressed his sexuality so far. As he 

realizes that he is gay, his perception of who he thought he was and his masculine values 

become challenged. His initial attempt to solve his crisis becomes the adoption of 

stereotypical, traditional male norms and the refusal of being associated with a larger gay 

community. 

Vandello, Bosson, Cohen, Burnaford and Weaver remark that “precarious manhood is 

a fundamentally public phenomenon” (2008, p. 1337). They state further: 

 

On one hand, it is possible that gender threats only elicit concerns about 
precarious manhood when there is an audience to observe one’s fall from 
manhood. On the other hand, to the extent that cultural constructions of 
masculinity become internalized as core aspects of the self, even a private 
gender threat may raise men’s concerns about their masculine standing or elicit 
feelings of anxiety at the imagined responses of others. (Vandello, Bosson, 
Cohen, Burnaford, & Weaver, 2008, p. 1337) 
 

While Abdi is expected to conform to different notions of masculinity whether he is in the 

public sphere with his friends or in the domestic sphere around his family, for Isak the 

difficulty lies rather within establishing a general conception of who he is as a gay, male 

teenager. Even if he lives in the relatively gender equal Norwegian society, there are still 

certain hegemonic expectations connected to masculinity which he fears to be not 

conforming to due to his homosexuality. This is in line with Connell’s pattern of subordinate 

masculinity, which I have addressed in Chapter 2.1. Furthermore, it has been described that 

remarks that “gay masculinities are a contradiction in terms: Gay negates masculine” 

(Edwards, 2005), therefore being associated with the effeminate and feminine. Again, this is 

the struggle that is expressed in Isak’s conversation with Eskild mentioned above. 

According to Dennis Altman, “to come out means defying the most basic and deep-

seated norms of a society that sees itself as based exclusively on the heterosexual family 

structure” (2012 [1971], p. 27). Nevertheless, Skam 3’s representation of Isak’s sexuality still 

follows certain societal norms, in that it is homonormative. Shortly put, homonormativity 
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describes the circumstance that when you “turn on the TV or flip through a magazine – for 

each of the few times that you’ll see a queer person, they’ll more than likely be a cisgender, 

gender-normative, White, middle class, gay-identifying person” (Kacere, 2015). In this, 

homonormativity may “support forms of heteronormativity and the class, racial, and 

citizenship privileges they require” (Puar, 2007, p. 9). Instances of this support of 

heteronormativity can be found in so-called heterosexual mimicking, “wherein queer people 

get married, adopt children, attend church every weekend, and live in a suburban 

neighborhood with a white picket fence (think Modern Family)” (Flores, 2017). The 

homonormative nature of Isak’s representation is hence rooted in him being cisgender, able-

bodied, white, and middle class. Moreover, it becomes evident in his role of a romantic hero 

in pursuit of a monogamous relationship, which is a trope of the soap opera genre. 

In this context, Lindebrække Ophus raises the question if Isak’s evolvement of 

coming to terms with his sexuality would have received the same public appraisal and evoked 

the same relatability from the audience if it had not been in the context of a monogamous 

love story (2018, p. 55). Isak in fact directly criticizes a non-monogamous lifestyle, which 

expresses itself both explicitly and implicitly during two scenes in Episode 2. Figure 12.1 

shows how Eskild is chatting with a user on the gay dating app Grindr (while Isak tries to 

find Even on Instagram), asking the latter straight out if he is horny and wants to have sex. 

His body language and facial expression underline his keenness and his confident handling of 

his sexuality. Figure 12.2 is taken from a different scene of the same episode, in which we 

can observe Isak using Grindr. He had downloaded the app right after having watched Romeo 

+ Juliet, afterwards having yet again vainly tried to find Even on various social media 

platforms. Immediately, Isak receives sexually explicit text messages from strange men. 

When being asked the same question that Eskild had asked a different guy earlier that day, 

namely if he was horny, Isak’s mimic expresses skepticism and repulsion. His repulsion is 

expressed further as his reaction is to slam his phone on the bed and turn its display away 

from him (see Figure 12.3). 
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Figure 12.1: Isak trying to find Even, Eskild chatting       Figure 12.2: Isak using Grindr (Skam 3, Ep. 2, Romeo 

       on Grindr (Skam 3, Ep. 2, Grindr).               og Juliet). 
 

 
Figure 12.3: Isak’s frustration with Grindr (Skam 3, Ep. 2, Romeo og Juliet). 

 

A reason for Isak’s rejection of Eskild’s way of expressing and acting out his 

sexuality and the protagonist’s own pursuit of a monogamous relationship could further be 

traced back to the Christian system of values that he seemingly was brought up with. 

Throughout the season, Isak keeps receiving crude text messages from his mother with bible 

quotations and other religious allusions. His mother’s messages are riddled with a feeling of 

guilt, which is assumingly connected with her leaving her family behind, and which she asks 

God for forgiveness for (Figure 13.1). Even if he calls her crazy in front of his friends, 

coming out to his mother represents a substantial threshold for Isak. His initial hesitance to 

reveal his homosexuality to her can be interpreted to be driven by a feeling of shame. Shame 

as a psychological concept also plays an important role in Christianity and has been described 

as the hesitance of showing one’s true self, or the infringement of one’s self-perception 

(Rygh, 2017).31 

 

                                                
31 Religion and sexuality are further addressed in season four of Skam. Here, Isak and Sana discuss and debate 
their respective marginalization due to Isak being homosexual and Sana being Muslim. 
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Figure 13.1: Isak’s mother sends him crude text      Figure 13.2: Isak coming out to his mother (Skam 3,  

       messages (Skam 3, Ep. 4, Evolusjons-                  Ep. 8, 15:15-01:01) 
       teorien).               

Translated excerpt: .show me your favorGod in       Translated excerpt: Hi mum. I have started dating a 
accordance with your lvoing goodness despite my       boy. I know that you believe in God and that the bible 
misdemeanorin accordance with YOUR many       says that this is a sin, but you don’t have to be afraid 
merciful offerings !!!! [sic].        because it also says that God has created everyone in 
           His own image and that everyone is worth the same. 

  

   
Figure 13.3: Isak’s cries when is mother tells him she     Figure 13.4: Isak crying as he tells his father about the 

       loves him (Skam 3, Ep. 9, Life is good).              break-up (Skam 3, Ep. 9, Sees fredag). 
 

In eventually coming out to his mother, Isak manages to overcome both his shame and an 

important threshold in admitting his homosexuality (Figure 13.2). When his mother sends 

him an accepting message back, stating that she always has and always will love her son, Isak 

starts to cry from relief (Figure 13.3). Later in the same episode, Isak opens up to his father 

about his recent break-up with Even,32 someone he usually does not share his inner feelings 

with (Figure 13.4). Both of these scenes stand symbolically for Isak’s progress in slowly 

accepting and expressing his feelings. Thereby, he defies notions of traditional masculine 

values, such as restrictive emotionality (Levant & Richmond, 2007, p. 132), and moves 

towards sincerity (Randell, Jerdén, Öhman, Starrin, & Flacking, 2016). 

                                                
32 Their break-up had been a consequence of Even’s manic episode in Episode 8, in which the two boys stay in a 
hotel room for a night. Being unfamiliar with Even’s bipolar disorder, Isak was overwhelmed and intimidated 
by Even’s ex-girlfriend Sonja, who told him to stay away. 
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A second, similar threshold for Isak represents his coming out to his friends. In an 

article reviewing Skam 3’s fourth episode, journalist Christopher Pahle (2016) points out the 

symbolism of a scene in which Isak struggles with opening his school locker. Even appears 

and the two boys talk about an upcoming Halloween-party. After their brief conversation, 

Even bangs his fist on the locker and it immediately bursts open. Shortly after, Jonas shows 

up and Isak is quick to close the locker again. The scene symbolizes and visualizes the 

protagonist’s reluctance of coming out of the closet – his struggle to open the door up by 

himself, Even’s determination to support him in it, and Isak’s attempt to hide it again from 

his best friend. 

It becomes clear that Isak’s hesitance of coming out is based on a feeling of shame, 

rooted firstly in the shame of coming out to his heterosexual high school friends – at a time 

where the male teenagers largely define themselves by how many girls they attract – 

secondly by both not wanting to be associated with a larger gay community and the shame of 

not displaying the same kind of feminine, promiscuous ‘gayness’ such as Eskild, and thirdly 

by the shame of potentially disappointing his mother in her Christian beliefs. Throughout the 

season, however, he gradually manages to overcome his shame. As a round character he 

grows and matures, becoming more reflective and gradually accepting his sexuality. 

As mentioned in the introduction, Skam 3’s representation of a gay main character in 

a teenage drama series is relatively novel and thus highly relevant in the context of 

Norwegian popular culture. Nevertheless, this representation is not free from critique, which 

in this case would for instance be its display of homonormative values. Therefore, there is 

need for further representations of homosexual characters in Norwegian film and television, 

in order to ensure diversity and let other, alternative versions of gay masculinity emerge. 

 

5.1.2 Abdi and Heterosexuality as the Norm 
As a soap opera, Skam is predestined to deal with romantic relationships and thus also the 

determination of Isak’s sexuality. These issues are of secondary importance in 17. Even if 

Abdi’s love interest Frida plays a role for parts of the narrative, he breaks up with her as the 

expectations of his friends and family get more pressing. This behavior can partly be traced 

back to Abdi’s cultural and religious background. In Episode 5, for instance, while being on a 

date with Frida, he first avoids introducing her to a friend of his they incidentally meet 

(Figure 15.4), and secondly anxiously hides her from his mother’s eyes when they sit in a 

park afterwards. It becomes clear that Abdi carefully separates his friends and family from 
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his love interest. A possible reason for this is that his mother would not approve of a non-

Muslim girlfriend, which we can assume Frida to be. This is enhanced as it is the only aspect 

in which Hamse does not fulfill his mother’s expectations: he is dating a girl he does not dare 

tell her about. 

Throughout the series, the heterosexuality of the characters is never addressed or 

contested. Abdi seems to be quite confident and secure in his (hetero-) sexuality as he does 

not have the need to express any hypermasculine or macho behavior such as Isak at the 

beginning of Skam 3. Moreover, when it comes to his (former) love interest, he acts more 

mature and conscience-driven compared to his friends. When Abdi encounters Frida at the 

Barcode-Party in Episode 9, after having terminated the relationship with her before, he sees 

her flirting with someone else. Abdi’s friends try to persuade him to confront the two of 

them, but he refuses and acknowledges that she has every right to be with someone else. 

Again, this does not only underline Abdi’s conscience-driven character, but also emphasizes 

how questions of love, relationships, and sexuality play a minor role in 17. This leaves room 

for other matters to be of importance, such as social issues in connection to ethnicity, race, 

and class. 

 

5.2 Ethnicity and Race 
Gender, ethnicity, and race are deeply intertwined concepts that have been the subject matter 

of numerous prior academic examinations.33 Even if these issues cannot be treated in 

complete separation, in the context of this thesis I put focus on ethnicity rather than race. 

Taking Abdi as an example, I understand the protagonist’s ethnicity to be Somali-Norwegian, 

as he grew up with both Norwegian values (mostly mediated through society and school) and 

Somali values (mostly mediated through his family). For my undertaking, I find it fruitful to 

analyze how these aspects of ethnicity contribute to Abdi’s representation of masculinity. 

Due to the scope of this thesis and against the background of the series I discuss, I want to 

focus this brief introduction around the relationship between (teenage) masculinity and ethnic 

minorities in Norway. 

The Norwegian social anthropologist Thomas Michael Walle remarks that notions of 

masculinity within ethnic minorities have received relatively little academic attention yet, and 

that men with an ethnic minority background are seldomly treated as gendered individuals 

                                                
33 Although having been described as rather new in a Norwegian context merely 13 years ago (see Walle, 2006, 
pp. 218-219). 
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(2008, p. 222). When delving into the notions of masculinity in context of a certain ethnic 

minority, one often encounters a range of pre-existing stereotypes. For instance, some may 

regard an African-American man to be more masculine than for instance a Native-American 

man (Reeser, 2010, p. 145). Moreover, masculinities within ethnic minorities are often 

addressed as an alternative to what the ideal of modern masculinity in Western societies 

proposes (Walle, 2006, p. 222). This includes stereotypical characteristics and values of a 

more traditional or ‘authentic’ masculinity, such as conceptions of an aggressive sexuality, of 

authoritarian and violent practices, and of desires to appear tough and dangerous (Walle, 

2006, p. 223). 

The notion prevails that gender identity and gender relations among migrant groups 

are inextricably linked with ethnicity, and that those are rather limited (Walle, 2006, pp. 218, 

220). For instance, Walle remarks that many people in Western countries have become 

preoccupied with Islamic fundamentalist terrorism, and thus create a picture of ‘the Muslim 

male’ as a potential danger for the societal order (2006, p. 223). In detecting such 

problematic practices of masculinity, people may falsely treat them as the only relevant 

masculinity ideal within an ethnic minority group (Walle, 2006, p. 223). This leads to a rigid 

categorization. The author further criticizes that an essentialist treatment of ethnic minorities’ 

masculinities, i.e. the idea that masculinity is something inherent, is something that has been 

rejected in discourses centered on the masculinity of the majority of the Norwegian or 

Western populations long ago (Waller, 2006, p. 225). 

Thus, Walle underlines that, in line with the theory of masculinity explained in 

Chapter 2, also ethnic identity is never something fixed and inherent, but always relational 

(2006, p. 218). Moreover, even if both gender and ethnic identity are socially constructed, 

they do not necessarily depend on the same factors. Ethnic identity does not govern gender 

identity but can be seen as one aspect among others that sets up a certain framework for how 

gender is understood, expressed, and experienced in different situations (Walle, 2006, p. 

219). Other factors that play a role can be residence, class, age, sexuality, and particular 

incidents that occurred within a family (Walle, 2006, p. 219). The difficulty in the timely 

representation of ethnic minorities and their gender identities then lies in avoiding non-

reflectively reproducing common stereotypes and stigmatizations. This should be kept in 

mind in my following analysis of Abdi and his representation of masculinity. 

According to Statistics Norway (2019), 14,4% of Norway’s population are 

immigrants, out of which 3,4% are Norwegian-born with immigrant parents. As of 2019, the 

fifth biggest group of immigrants is from Somalia (28,642 people), and the number of 
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Norwegian-born citizens with Somali immigrant parents amounts up to 14,160 (Statistics 

Norway, 2019). Thus, Somali-Norwegians constitute an important minority in Norwegian 

society. As a consequence, in drawing once more upon NRK’s social mission, the 

representation of this minority in the public service broadcaster’s television program should 

be ensured. Nevertheless, there currently are relatively few examples of the inclusion of 

Norwegian-Somali protagonists in Norwegian film and television. Besides Abdi, an instance 

in a fictional program is the teenage character Sam in the movie Natt til 17. (Svensson, 2014). 

Other reality programs or documentary films that feature Norwegian-Somali protagonists are 

Faten tar valget (NRK, 2017a), one episode of the second season of 99% norsk (NRK, 

2017b), and the documentary film I min mors navn (NRK, 2017c). Abdi is the first Somali-

Norwegian protagonist in a teen drama series that deals with the everyday life in Oslo’s 

suburban east. Therefore, his representation gains all the more relevance. In the following I 

examine more closely how 17 places Abdi as a representative of an ethnic minority, and what 

this tells us about his representation of masculinity. Moreover, I will briefly comment on the 

representation of an ‘ethnic-Norwegian’ through Isak in Skam 3. 

 

5.2.1 Abdi and Representations of a Somali-Norwegian Teenager 
Going back to Connell’s description of configurations of masculinity, 17’s Abdi serves as an 

example of the marginalized type. To briefly reiterate, the author implements the term to 

“refer to the relations between the masculinities in dominant and subordinated classes or 

ethnic groups. Marginalization is always relative to the authorization of the hegemonic 

masculinity of the dominant group” (Connell, 1995, pp. 80-81). Abdi stands as a 

representative of both an ethnic minority and of the working-class. His marginalization in 

society expresses itself in different social spheres of his life, and not least in comparison to 

the Skam 3-protagonist. Furthermore, in contrast to Isak’s sexual identity, Abdi’s ethnic 

identity is not something that he has to discover or come to terms with in itself. Rather, the 

aspects and difficulties he has to deal with result from his ethnic background, the most 

pressing of them being the aforementioned threat of being sent to Somalia on his own and 

without his consent. 

I have mentioned the concept of intersectionality before, which subsumes the idea that 

prevalent power relations within a society influence notions of subjectivity and identity 

(Walle, 2006, pp. 219-220). As a result, social structures always have to be regarded in 

relation to other social structures (Walle, 2006, p. 220). More concretely, Abdi’s performance 
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of masculinity is not only determined by him being Somali, but more so by how Somali-

Norwegian as an ethnic minority are positioned in the Norwegian society as a whole. Even if 

the majority of Norway’s population has been found to be open and accepting towards the 

impulses that make their way into Norwegian society by means of (Somali) immigrants, such 

as hybrid youth culture, language, clothing, and religion, there is less of an understanding at 

hand when it comes to values in connection to family life or gender relations that may differ 

from traditional Norwegian ones (Walle, 2006, p. 218). As mentioned in Chapter 4.2, due to 

Abdi’s ethnicity and place of residence, there are certain stereotypes and clichés that he is 

confronted with, even though he may rarely recreate typical Somali cultural practices.34 

Cesari finds this circumstance to be even more pressing and difficult for teenagers: 

 

For the younger generations, ethnicity primarily signifies an experience of 
difference and discrimination (racism, social exclusion) simultaneous with the 
loss of cultural identity. In other words: even though the lifestyle of second-
generation immigrants in France may have little to do with an ‘Arab’ or 
‘Algerian’ way of living, they are constantly made aware of their background 
in the form of the stigma they experience in their day-to-day interactions. 
(Cesari, 2008) 
 

An example of this stigmatization becomes evident in Episode 8 of 17. In order not to fail his 

social studies class in school, Abdi has to give a presentation titled “Norway – a homogenous 

society?”. When asked to list some typical contemporary Norwegian values, he hesitates. As 

a reaction, the white, male, and middle-aged examiner starts inquiring Abdi where he is from 

(Figure 14.1). “Stovner”, Abdi answers. “But where are your parents from?”, the examiner 

digs deeper, obviously not satisfied with Abdi’s answer. Finally, he asks if Abdi feels 

Norwegian, which the protagonist affirms (Figure 14.2). 

 

                                                
34 Cesari (2008) differs here between ethnic culture, meaning “the perpetuation and/or recreation of various 
cultural practices: language, sex and gender relations, cuisine, etc.”, and ethnic belonging, describing an 
identification “with a particular ethnic origin, but without this identification necessarily entailing any particular 
customs or types of behavior”. 
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Figures 14.1-14.2: Abdi is being questioned about his origin and identity (17, Ep. 8). 

 
Examiner (right): Sorry, but where are you from?       Examiner: Do you feel Norwegian?      
Abdi: Stovner.           Abdi: Yes. 
 

If anything, these questions confuse Abdi instead of helping him to answer the initial task. 

His teacher tries to help him get back on track by asking him what he personally finds to be a 

typical Norwegian value. Abdi finally mentions freedom, in the sense of having the freedom 

to be who you feel like being: 

 
Abdi: To me, freedom is about being able to be who you feel you are. To be able to live honestly. 

Without being judged by anyone. And to always have a clean slate. And still receive love from 

the people around you. That you can be both, the one you want to be, and the one other people 

need. Without it being any stress. If things are like that in Norway today, I don’t know. But I 

think everyone wants it to be like that. So maybe that’s what’s typically Norwegian: the desire 

to be yourself. 

 

Abdi’s utter desire to be himself, to be appreciated for who he really is, and to not be judged 

is particularly the type of freedom that he is being denied by stigmatization. Ironically, this is 

being expressed right before Abdi gives his answer, as the examiner’s questions suggest that 

Abdi is less familiar with Norwegian values due to his Somali origin, although he has been 

living in Norway for all his life. The examiner’s question seems to stand in relation to the 

prejudice of the incompatibility of anti-individualistic ‘Muslim’ and egalitarian ‘Norwegian’ 

values, a concern that is shared among half of Norway’s population (Takvam Kindt, 2018, p. 

8). 

In Abdi’s case, being the one he wants to be, and the one other people need, is 

aggravated by the contrasting expectations of his family and friends, which influence his 

representation of masculinity. Walle emphasizes how the experience of Norwegian 

adolescents with immigrant parents differ depending on the socio-geographical space they 

occupy. While in the public realm differences between various ethnic groups might be less 
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visible, they become more evident in the domestic sphere (Walle, 2006, p. 221).35 Focusing 

on the public setting of the school, Walle invokes the notions of the Norwegian social 

anthropologist Inger-Lise Lien, who examined representations of masculinity in the context 

of male adolescents in schools in inner-Oslo (2006, pp. 223-224). She divides the schoolboys 

into three groups: the hypermodern ones, the moderate ones, and the restrained ones. Lien 

describes hypermodern boys as having an immigrant background, while challenging their 

parents’ traditions and having a group of friends from various ethnical backgrounds. They 

appear to have modern-day values but are still influenced by their ethnicity in relation to 

morals. They can be aggressive and rebellious and are (perhaps because of this) popular with 

the (Norwegian) girls. The moderate boys are as well from an ethnic diverse background but 

appear as more obedient and respectful towards their parents. Their social interactions are 

mostly focused around their family members, and they do not date Norwegian girls. Lastly, 

the so-called restrained boys are ethnical Norwegian teenagers who are seen as being 

cowardly and less masculine (Waller, 2006, pp. 223-224). This observation is interesting in 

that it hints at the underlying dynamics of masculinity in relations to ethnic backgrounds. 

Concerning Abdi, he seems to be a combination of the hypermodern and the moderate type: 

as a Somali-Norwegian boy, he belongs to an ethnic minority. His group of friends is 

multicultural, but he shows interest in an ethnical Norwegian girl (however, hiding her from 

his mother). He is torn between being the rebellious, defiant teenager that his friends want 

him to be, and simultaneously practicing the obedience and modesty that his mother 

expects.36 Once more, this underlines the plurality of Abdi’s masculinity and him being 

caught ‘in-between’, as he is forced to adopt different masculine values depending on the 

social sphere that he finds himself in. 

 

5.2.2 Isak as an ‘Ethnic-Norwegian’ Teenager 
In the first three seasons of Skam, the majority of the characters are white and ethnically 

Norwegian. This changes with Season Four, which centers around the Muslim girl Sana. 

Sana represents one of the first protagonists in Norwegian film and television fiction to wear 

a Hijab, and her religiosity and its compatibility with being a teenager in Norway’s modern-

                                                
35 In addition, these differences may vary within the private sphere and within a family (Walle, 2006, p. 221).  
36 Nevertheless, Lien’s concept can be criticized for its rigid classification. Instead of taking external theories, 
such as Connell’s, into account, it constructs itself in relation to the hypermodern type. Moreover, it is the case 
that all three types perform masculinity, but to different extents and in other, for them relevant manners (Walle, 
2018, p. 223). Furthermore, Walle deems it problematic that the most aggressive type is also defined as the most 
masculine one. 
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day society plays a central role throughout the narrative. For instance, this becomes addressed 

when she falls in love with a non-Muslim friend of her brother. Further representations of 

non-ethnic Norwegians in Skam are Mahdi, who belongs to Isak’s group of friends, and 

Sana’s brother and his friends, who primarily play a role in the fourth season, and a few 

(former) girlfriends of Sana. For Isak, the identity markers of race and ethnicity do not play a 

decisive role throughout the narrative, as they represent the norm in Norwegian (and in 

general Western) society and thus one of the hegemonic aspects of his masculinity. 

 

5.3 Class 
Closely intertwined with notions of gender, ethnicity, and race are perceptions of class. Class 

has been described as “one of a number of social hierarchies or systems of social 

stratification … closely associated with industrial and capital societies” (Morgan, 2005). As a 

hierarchical and power-imbalanced system, it “exist[s] outside individuals and persist[s] over 

time” (Morgan, 2005). Consequently, notions of class shape the representation of 

masculinity. This becomes apparent in the opposition of middle-class and working-class 

masculinity. As sociologist David Morgan (2005) has pointed out, representations associated 

with the working class are often “collective, physical, and embodied”, while the ones linked 

to the middle class are “individualistic, rational, and disembodied”. This has been supported 

by Fiske’s observations on how male teenagers have learned to demonstrate their masculinity 

through competing with each other (2011, pp. 211-212). While he found middle-class boys to 

usually prove it through educational achievements or sports, thus in an individualistic 

manner, working-class boys tended do so within their group of friends, hence collectively, 

and often by displaying aggressive or tough behavior (Fiske, 2011, pp. 211-212). This is well 

reflected in Isak’s and Abdi’s representations of masculinity, which I argue for in the 

discussion of this chapter. 

This being said, Connell remarks that middle-class and working-class masculinities 

should not be treated as fixed concepts, but as concepts that “are being reshaped, by a social 

dynamic in which class and gender relations are simultaneously at play” (1995, p. 80). 

Moreover, the definition of a class system depends on temporal and geographical context. In 

contemporary Norway, class is widely understood to be dependent not only on economical, 

but cultural factors such as education and status (Paalgard Flemmen & Haakestad, 2018, p. 

402). 
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Together with his race, Abdi’s affiliation with the working-class constitutes one of the 

main reasons for his societal marginalization. In Norwegian film and television, the working 

class has been found to often be underrepresented, while it is the middle-class that is 

primarily featured (Bach, 2013). Therefore, once again Abdi’s representation of a working-

class masculinity and its examination gains relevance. 

 

5.3.1 Abdi and Representations of Working-Class Masculinity 
There are several factors in 17 which lead me to the assumption that Abdi belongs to a 

working-class family. One of them is that his single mother Fatuma works two jobs (what 

type of jobs remains unclear) and has to take on extra shifts in order to be able to provide for 

the family. Additionally, she travels by bus to Sweden to be able to buy cheaper groceries. As 

mentioned before, Fatuma and her three sons live in a small, cramped apartment in Oslo’s 

suburban east, which is home to many immigrant families and where rent is comparably low. 

It further becomes evident that money plays an important role for Abdi. He shows Emrah his 

almost empty bank account, regularly asks Hamse for money, and even takes some banknotes 

from his mother’s secret stash under her mattress. Financial issues are in contrast never a 

concern for Isak, who merely needs to a send a text message to his father when he needs 

money. The most precarious situation that Abdi ends up in is the aforementioned Barcode-

party. This party can be seen as symbolic of an attempt by the protagonist and his friends to 

escape their marginalized situation for one night and be part of mainstream society. However, 

this attempt fails, and even worsens Abdi’s situation as he is left with the bill for the later 

damaged apartment. I have pointed out before that this is one of the major climaxes in the 

narrative that drives Abdi into despair and to the verge of becoming a drug dealer. In the end, 

however, he once more chooses the more reasonable alternative, by entering into a dialogue 

with one of the boys that damaged the apartment and getting him to take responsibility for the 

bill. In the end, Abdi’s brief and volatile access to a different, more privileged world 

reinforces his position as a societal outsider and his status as a marginalized male.37 

According to cultural studies researchers Åsa Andersson and Anita Beckman, who 

examined young, unemployed working-class men in Sweden, “working-class masculinity has 

traditionally been closely connected to wage labor and to the ability to provide for oneself, as 

well as being the breadwinner of the family” (2018, p. 101). Due to changing conditions in 

                                                
37 I do not want to leave unmentioned here that notions of the working class have regional particularities, and 
that Norway is a generally wealthy country. Even though this does not mean that there are no societal outsiders 
who do not have access to the same affluent lifestyle as others, it still needs to be seen in relation. 
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the current job market, they claim that young men, especially those belonging to the working-

class, have been described as “the socioeconomic losers of the postindustrial era” (Andersson 

& Beckman, 2018, p. 103; see also Ward, 2018, pp. 125-126). Thus, achieving higher 

education becomes more and more important for these men. Transferring these findings to 

Abdi’s situation, it becomes clear why money plays an important role for him, even though 

he does not have to provide for the family. In line with this, it is even more crucial for him to 

succeed in school than perhaps for a boy from a middle-class background. Abdi’s older 

brother Hamse serves as a positive example in this regard, since he is studying at university 

to become a social worker. These circumstances put however an even higher pressure on 

Abdi to perform well in school, further amplified by his mother’s expectations. 

Despite their low socio-economical background, there has been an upwards trend in 

the intergenerational mobility of immigrant children in Norway in the past years (Takvam 

Kindt, 2018, p. 6). Hamse can be said to be an example of this tendency. Nevertheless, 

passing through the Norwegian education system can still be difficult for pupils with a 

minority background. Similar to other societal realms in the country, the school system is 

marked by egalitarianism and universality. While this circumstance may generally be 

positively connoted, it also bears the potential of not properly addressing the challenges that 

come with a diverse student body (Takvam Kindt, 2018, p. 7). In 17, Abdi has a teacher who 

is aware of these difficulties. He encourages him to join a study group to prepare for his oral 

examination and later informs child services when Abdi mentions that he will be traveling on 

his own to Somalia. This puts Abdi in a dilemma that unfolds in Episode 14: Telling his 

person of contact from child services about his fears of traveling to Somalia would save him 

from taking the journey. At the same time, this could lead to his mother losing custody for 

Abdi and his younger brother Mohammed. In the end, Abdi does not share his concerns with 

child services but remains loyal to his mother. 

Similar to his ethnicity, Abdi’s class affiliation is not directly addressed and discussed 

throughout the plot, which again stands in contrast to Isak’s sexuality in Skam 3. Rather, it 

plays an implicit role in the narrative. I have mentioned the idea of the collective and physical 

representation of working-class masculinities. Once again, two of the most important male 

side characters in 17, Emrah and Hamse, offer alternative versions of these masculinities. 

Emrah represents the stereotypical masculinity pattern of a working-class, immigrant 

teenager, as he often reacts aggressively and violently. Hamse thereagainst represents the 

counterbalance in being calm, goal-oriented, and reasonable. He has recognized the 

difficulties his mother had to go through and acknowledged his responsibility of attaining 
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higher education to once have a better life (in the sense of more financially stable) than her – 

something that is not untypical for immigrant children (Takvam Kindt, 2017). I find Abdi’s 

representation of a young, working-class masculinity to oscillate between the ones of Emrah 

and Hamse. While the protagonist is inclined to do the ‘right’ thing (e.g. study, do good in 

school, and show responsibility), he often gets dragged into trouble by his best friend 

(manifested in fights, dealing with stolen goods, and in consuming or selling drugs). Thus, 

Abdi’s working-class affiliation contributes to the construction of his plural masculinity, as 

the second of his marginalizing identity markers. 

 

5.3.2 Isak and Middle-Class Masculinity 
I ground the assumption that Isak is a representative of the middle class in different aspects. 

One of them is the fact he lives in a spacious apartment with his peers Eskild and Linn, in 

which each of them has their own bedroom (unlike Abdi, who has to share a room with his 

younger brother). The apartment is located in one of the wealthier areas in central Oslo. 

Taking the housing prices in Norway’s capital into consideration, being able to uphold this 

living situation as a 17-year-old demonstrates a certain financial security.38 Furthermore, we 

learn in a scene that it is Isak’s father who provides for his rent (Episode 1, clip Går ned på 

chicks). Hence, money is never an important or even existential issue for Isak, as it is for 

Abdi, but easily available through a call or text message. 

As mentioned before, middle-class masculinity has been associated with 

individualistic representation of masculinity, rather than a collective one. This is in line with 

my argument that Isak’s difficulty in determining his sexuality, and as a consequence the 

pattern of masculinity he embodies, is largely an individualistic one. Unlike Abdi, Isak’s 

concerns are less about the representation of different types of masculinity in different social 

spheres, but a general determination of who he is as a gay, male teenager. Isak’s affiliation 

with the middle class represents one of his hegemonic traits and appears thus as an unmarked 

element, as it is not the defining aspect in how his masculinity is represented. Due to 

financial issues being basically obsolete in Skam 3, it allows the narrative once more to set 

focus on other aspects, such as love, romance, and human relationships. 

 

                                                
38 Before moving to the apartment, he lived with his family in the wealthier west of Oslo and took his first years 
of education at the renowned Grefsen school which serves an area of villas and mostly affluent families (NRK, 
n.d.). 
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5.4 Discussion and Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter I have argued that both Isak and Abdi embody hegemonic and non-hegemonic 

characteristics in regard to sexuality, ethnicity, and class. I want to give a brief summary and 

recap of each of these identity markers to compare the representations of Abdi’s and Isak’s 

masculinity more directly. 

Sexuality. Isak evolves in his perception of and dealing with his own sexuality, which 

is marked by a feeling of shame. As he initially develops feelings for Even, he attempts to 

solve the masculinity crisis this entails by emphasizing his hegemonic and heteronormative 

masculine values. He does so by displaying an overly traditional, hypermasculine behavior 

by degrading women, acting tough, and making fun of homosexual individuals. Eventually, 

Isak overcomes this behavior and his shame in a threefold manner: the shame of being 

different from his heterosexual high school friends as he comes out to Jonas, the shame of 

both being associated with a gay community and not embodying a more feminine version of 

homosexuality as he is put into place by Eskild, and the shame of disappointing his Christian 

mother by coming out to her. Hence, during the course of the season Isak accepts the non-

hegemonic aspects of his masculinity as well as his potential subordination because of it. In 

17, by contrast, the theme of sexuality plays a minor role as heterosexuality functions as the 

norm and unmarked element. Sexuality is merely brought up in connection to stereotypical 

expectations of how a man has to be (muscular and romantic – at least according to Emrah) in 

order to appeal to women. Abdi displays less of a hypermasculine behavior than Isak initially 

does, which can be traced back to the fact that he is not in a place to question and 

consequently demonstrate his heterosexuality. 

Ethnicity and Race. As a Somali-Norwegian teenager, Abdi is confronted with certain 

stigmas and stereotypes. He utters the desire of being free from societal constraints, which he 

on the one hand describes as one of the main pillars of Norwegian society, while 

simultaneously recognizing that he as a marginalized male does not have access to this kind 

of freedom. As a result, he finds himself caught up in between different social spheres 

(domestic/public), which demand a different embodiment of his masculinity. This has been 

described as a common phenomenon for immigrant children but makes it complicated for 

Abdi to represent coherent masculine values. For Isak, thereagainst, his skin color and 

ethnicity are never an issue, and the theme gets widely neglected in Skam 3 to make room for 

his discovery of his sexuality and the quest for love. 
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Class. Abdi’s working-class affiliation represents his second non-hegemonic identity 

marker. In accordance with this, the strive for money plays an important role for the teenager, 

even though he is not responsible (yet) for providing for his household. Contracting debts 

thus signifies an existential threat to Abdi and his family. Even if he lives in a comparably 

rich society, and his working-class connection should always be seen in relation to this, it 

becomes evident that he is less privileged than other Norwegian teenagers, such as Isak. For 

Isak, money is never a concern. It thus appears as an unmarked element in Skam 3 that does 

not interfere with the romantic narrative. 

In conclusion, both Isak and Abdi are marginalized in certain, diametric respects: 

where Isak is subordinated (sexuality), Abdi is not, and where Abdi is marginalized (ethnicity 

and class), Isak is not (see Table 3). It is due to this circumstance that I argue that both their 

representations of masculinity are plural. As a narrative consequence, the respective 

unmarked elements play a minor role in the series: questions of sexuality are barely 

addressed in 17, just as ethnicity and class are no major issues in Skam 3. 

Even if they both represent certain hegemonic and non-hegemonic patterns of 

masculinity, their respective subordination and marginalization varies. I argue that in the case 

of Isak it is an individualized subordination, whereas for Abdi it is an institutionalized 

marginalization. Isak’s shame of not being able to display his ‘true self’ is largely connected 

to individual reasons and his shame of not being the male he always thought he was.39 Abdi’s 

marginalization, by contrast, is institutionalized in the context of Western society. He often 

finds himself in between social spheres and expectations. This ‘in-betweenness’ is further 

visually and stylistically emphasized in that Abdi is often placed in the middle of the frame 

and/or in between two people (see Figures 15.1-15.4). 

 

 

                                                
39 This is not to say that homosexual and queer individuals do not experience hate and discrimination, ‘even’ in 
the context of a relative gender equal society like Norway. But in the concrete context of Skam 3, it appears as 
Isak’s coming out is feared mostly by himself, whereas, at least as far as we know, his social environment reacts 
positively to it. 
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Figure 15.1: Abdi mediating between two boys Emrah    Figure 15.2: Abdi in between Emrah and the ‘posh’ 

       was selling a sweater to (17, Ep. 1).               boy before their fight (17, Ep. 2). 
 

   
Figure 15.3: Abdi in between his teacher and the       Figure 15.4: Abdi in between Frida and a friend (17,  

       examiner (17, Ep. 8).                Ep. 5). 
 

It should be mentioned that by investigating the two characters’ respective subordination and 

marginalization I do not want to suggest that one is better or worse than the other, but that 

there are differences at hand that have varying effects on the protagonists’ representations of 

masculinity. The fact that both series take the respective marked element and marginalized 

aspect(s) (i.e. sexuality for Skam 3 and ethnicity and class for 17) as a central narrative 

theme, can be traced back to their genre affiliation. As teen television dramas, the two series 

focus on the elements that represent the core issues that the protagonists have to cope with. 

Besides, the dilemmas that these main characters have to deal with represent broader societal 

conflicts. Even if, as mentioned before, neither Isak nor Abdi should be regarded as epitomes 

of a gay or a Somali-Norwegian, working-class teenager, their representation does give us 

clues about the living situation and struggles of those teenagers today. To this contributes 

NRK’s social mission and the producers’ employment of the NABC-method, which includes 

in-depth interviews with the series’ target groups. As a result, by bringing the audience closer 

to these characters, the representations serve to break with existing stereotypes both regarding 

homosexual individuals and immigrant children and renegotiate their masculinity. 
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The sub-research question that guided this chapter concerns how the two case studies 

represent masculinity in regard to the main characters’ hegemonic and non-hegemonic 

identity markers (sexuality, ethnicity and race, and class). Even if Isak and Abdi are 

subordinated and marginalized in different respects, I argue that they both represent a 

complex and plural masculinity. As such, it may not be a novel discovery that male 

characters do not only adhere to one certain type of masculinity but combine several patterns. 

Nevertheless, I find the two characters represent a unique combination of hegemonic and 

non-hegemonic identity markers, which consequently shape the representations of their 

masculinity. This aspect has to be put in a temporal, cultural, and societal context. Even if 

their representation will hopefully not remain the only ones of their respective social groups, 

Isak and Abdi are proof of the emergence of alternative, diverse masculinities in Norwegian 

television teen drama. In line with this, their representations are evidence of a move towards 

a more contemporary understanding of gender, and the acknowledgement that male teenagers 

do not have to be one thing or the other, neither tough nor sensitive, but that they can 

incorporate different masculinity values and patterns at the same time; in short, represent a 

plural masculinity. 



	84 

6 Conclusion 
 

The starting point of this thesis was my interest in and curiosity for gender representations in 

Norwegian teen television dramas. Early on I had the impression that something about Isak’s 

and Abdi’s representations of masculinity was different from what I had seen in teen 

television before. My aim was to investigate this aspect. The main research question that 

guided my research was: How do the Norwegian teen drama series Skam 3 and 17 represent 

masculinity through their main characters Isak and Abdi? 

From its very beginning, masculinity research has been concerned with the difficulty 

of defining the concept. Raewyn Connell’s formulation of hegemonic masculinity and the 

three additional patterns of subordinate, complicit, and marginalized masculinity has meant 

an important tool to enable an analysis. Nevertheless, one has to be aware of possible 

limitations and difficulties when implementing the theory in a contemporary Norwegian 

setting. Masculinities are ever-changing and depend on cultural, political, social, and 

geographical contexts. In addition, my own personal background as a female, white, and 

cisgender researcher within the field of Nordic Media impacts my subjective understanding 

of masculinity theory. These circumstances underline the necessity of the constant re-

discussion and re-evaluation of the concept of masculinity by various scholars. My angle of 

doing so was to shed light on a niche aspect of Nordic masculinity research, namely how 

male teenage characters contribute to represent timely, alternative versions of masculinity. As 

I have argued, I find both of the series that I have discussed to be fruitful examples of that. 

There are different ways of conducting a textual analysis. In this thesis, I decided to 

combine two approaches by analyzing each series one by one in regard to genre and gender 

in Chapter 4 and compare the construction and development of the characters more directly 

in Chapter 5. This appeared as a meaningful approach to do the two studies of genre and 

identity markers and their different angles justice. 

To briefly review my main findings, I want to turn to my study of genre first. The 

guiding sub-research question was: How do Skam 3 and 17 represent masculinity in regard 

to genre? I approached this question by applying the concept of gendered television. As a 

soap opera, Skam 3 exhibits a feminine narrative form. Exemplary elements are that it is 

conceptualized to be never ending, that it features a multitude of characters to enable multiple 

identifications, and that it primarily features domestic settings. The core theme is the pursuit 

of love and romance. This becomes enhanced on several levels. For instance, Skam 3 
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narratively and visually evokes similarities to the famous love story of Romeo and Juliet. 

Moreover, frequent close-ups portray Isak’s emotional state and give the viewer the 

opportunity to study his face and interpret his feelings. This puts emphasis on his reactions, 

rather than placing him as an active character. While broader social issues play a minor role, 

the narrative focus is on Isak’s individual project of coming to terms with his sexuality and 

finding love. As the main character in a female narrative created for a female target audience, 

Isak’s masculinity is shaped by his representation of the love-driven, romantic hero.  

Belonging to the genre of suburban realism, 17’s displays a primarily masculine 

narrative form. This becomes evident in several aspects. The series’ structure is designed to 

culminate in a climatic last episode, as it counts down 17 days starting from the first episode. 

17 features both public and domestic settings. The former consists of common social realist 

and suburban settings such as the metro, a park, or a rooftop. The domestic setting is the 

home of Abdi’s family. While Abdi represents a tougher version of his masculinity in public 

with his friends, he acts more modest and sensitive at home. By addressing the contrasting 

expectations that form these social spheres, 17 touches upon the issues that come with being 

a child of immigrant parents in Norway. Since love and romance play a minor role in the 

narrative, broader societal issues can be addressed instead. Being the main character in a 

masculine narrative that was created for a male target audience, Abdi’s masculinity is shaped 

by his representation of the conscience-driven, tragic hero. 

Considering genre conventions and notions of gendered television has been useful for 

me in order to determine how they influence Isak’s and Abdi’s representations of 

masculinity. Taking this as a point of departure, I took a closer look at the construction of 

Isak’s and Abdi’s characters in regard to their key identity markers in Chapter 5. My guiding 

sub-research question was: How do Skam 3 and 17 represent masculinity in regard to the 

main characters’ hegemonic and non-hegemonic identity markers (sexuality, ethnicity and 

race, and class)? As I have pointed out, both characters display a combination of hegemonic 

and non-hegemonic masculinity. Isak is hegemonic in terms of being white, ethnically 

Norwegian, middle class, cisgender, and able-bodied. Abdi is hegemonic in terms of being 

heterosexual, cisgender, and able-bodied. Their respective subordinating and marginalizing 

identity markers, namely Isak’s homosexuality and Abdi’s affiliation with an ethnic minority 

and the working-class, are important elements in both narratives. This draws upon the series’ 

described genre affiliations: as a soap opera, Skam 3 is predestined to target questions of love 

and sexuality, while 17 as a suburban realist series allows for social issues to be in focus. 
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Moreover, it is typical for the television drama genre to focus on the dramatic element. This 

gains further momentum due to the underlying coming of age theme of teen television. 

I have further argued that the characters’ non-hegemonic identity markers affect their 

lives differently. Isak’s subordination is individualized, in that his struggles with coming to 

terms with his sexuality and eventually coming out have generally been connected to internal 

issues. For him, self-acceptance has been more difficult to attain than the approval of his 

friends and family. This is not to say that there are no potential societal hardships connected 

to sexual discrimination that a character like Isak will have to face, ‘even’ in a relatively 

gender equal and thus presumably enlightened society like Norway. However, just as Eskild 

has pointed out, it appears as Isak will be able to continue on a path that many members of 

the gay community he initially does not want to be associated with have paved before him. 

Nevertheless, Isak undergoes a process of becoming more educated on issues of gender 

equality and the living reality of queer or non-heteronormative individuals throughout the 

season and series. He evolves from frequently displaying behavior connected to traditional 

masculine ideology and hypermasculinity, for instance degrading women and non-

heteronormative men such as homosexuals, to becoming more careful with such expressions 

and increasingly aware of their problematic nature. Drawing from Randell, Jerdén, Öhman, 

Starrin, and Flacking’s (2016) study of Swedish boys that I have described in Chapter 2.2, I 

conclude that Isak is on the move towards becoming a sincere character. 

In contrast, Abdi’s marginalization is institutional. Belonging to an ethnic minority 

and being less privileged in regard to class than Isak, there are certain aspects of Norwegian 

society that Abdi may never have access too. These include residing in Oslo’s western areas 

or moving from home before getting a full-time job. Thus, his marginalization functions on a 

structural and societal level, and he is likely to encounter stigmatization due to his non-

hegemonic identity markers and place of residence. Throughout the season, Abdi has to play 

a double role, which has been described as being typical for second generation immigrants 

(Walle, 2006, p. 221). This has an impact on his masculinity, as he has to constantly modify 

his behavior according to the contradicting norms and expectations of the social spheres he 

moves in. With his friends, it is often more traditional masculine ideals that play a role, such 

as acting tough, aggressive, and in control. With his family, by contrast, he is expected to be 

sensitive, modest, and hard-working. Relating once more to Randell, Jerdén, Öhman, Starrin, 

and Flacking’s study (2016), both of these forms of masculinity are gender-normative. In 

both social spheres, Abdi attempts to conform to the norms and follow the behavioral rules 

about what is considered to be appropriately masculine. However, it has to be mentioned that 
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he has shown tendencies of developing agency and questioning some of these rules, for 

instance when he confronts his mother with the irresponsibility of sending him to Somalia on 

his own at the end of Episode 16, or when he repeatedly resolves arguments with words 

instead of violence. This underlines his conscience-driven character. Similar to Isak, I thus 

conclude that Abdi is on his way to becoming more sincere in his behavior and masculinity. 

To formulate an answer to my research question, I argue that Skam 3 and 17 represent 

masculinity in a plural manner. Both Isak and Abdi simultaneously represent different 

patterns of masculinity and unique combinations of hegemonic and non-hegemonic identity 

markers. Therefore, the representation of their masculinity is not easily and clearly definable. 

In their complex combination of several elements and patterns of masculinity, Skam 3 and 17 

not only represent but renegotiate masculinity through their main characters Isak and Abdi. 

To describe this circumstance, I have proposed the term plural masculinity that could further 

serve as an additional, fifth pattern to extend Connell’s theory. 

During my search for an adequate term to describe the two representations and 

renegotiations of teenage masculinity I discuss, I kept coming back to the concept of 

plurality. Although there are similar terms being used in the field, I found plural masculinity 

to bear a more positive connotation than ambiguous masculinity, to sound less biological than 

hybrid masculinity, and to describe the interconnectedness of gender representations better 

than multiple masculinities. While the term as such is not novel in the context of masculinity 

research, it has so far primarily been used to describe masculinities on a structural level, 

meaning that there exist different patterns of masculinity within a society. What I hope to 

have pointed out throughout the course of this thesis is how the term applies in this context, 

namely in relation to the unique combination of hegemonic and marginalized or subordinated 

character traits of the two characters Isak and Abdi.  

The concept of plural masculinity gains further relevance as it developed in my 

attempt to describe teenage masculinities, which have been neglected in Connell’s theory. 

Current debates on gender and masculinity influence children’s and teenagers’ experiences of 

growing up and coming of age. Recurring analyses of teenage masculinities are important to 

constantly assess and renegotiate teenage masculinities in regard to their temporal, socio-

cultural, and geographical contexts. The concept of plural masculinity can help to facilitate 

and enable this. 

Besides, the term could be useful to describe teenage masculinity in other 

contemporary television series. For instance, it could be extended to queer, gender-fluid 
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teenage characters such as Eric in Sex Education (Netflix, 2019-) or David in Druck (Funk, 

2018-), the German version of Skam, which has adapted Even as a transgender character. 

In order to raise awareness for the issues that teenagers like Isak and Abdi have to 

deal with and in order to break with potential pre-existing stereotypes, the representation of 

plural masculinity and socially marginalized groups in mainstream media and popular culture 

is crucial. Skam 3 and 17 can thus be described as steps in the right direction. However, to 

ensure a diverse representation, singular depictions are not enough. There is need for more 

series like the two examples that portray those who are otherwise often neglected in 

mainstream entertainment. This offers the opportunity for male teenagers to identify, but also 

brings these characters and their issues closer to those who are not concerned with them in 

their everyday lives. Moreover, by creating and featuring additional characters their 

representations are less likely to be seen as a blue print for the remaining members of the 

social group they belong to. 

It becomes clear that there is a need for both, further representations of non-

hegemonic masculinities in Norwegian television, and their scholarly examination. In this 

thesis I decided to focus on two examples of such series, in order to allow a relatively 

detailed analysis. Nevertheless, it appears as if I am merely able to scratch the surface of 

these cases. This may be an inherent feature of academic inquiries in general, and of 

examinations of gender relations in particular. Regarding my case studies, it could for 

instance be investigated in even more detail how the side characters and their versions of 

masculinity influence the ones of the protagonists, or, especially in the case of Skam, what 

role the female lead characters of the three remaining seasons play in impacting their male 

counterparts’ masculinities. It would further be interesting to see how the representation of 

masculinity has developed over time in Norway or the Nordic countries. In addition, one 

could compare the Nordic region to another geographical district with a different history, 

culture, and political situation. A further subject of research could be to compare already 

conducted Nordic investigations of masculinity in film (Reiersen, 2008; Hestman, 2016) or 

gay masculinity in coming of age films (Lysne, 2014) and compare them to the ones shown 

in television series. 

Throughout the work on this thesis, my initial vague interest in masculinity has not 

diminished but grown extensively. Once again, I had to realize that the longer one is 

concerned with a topic, the more you realize how little you actually know about it. I believe 

that the theme of Nordic teenage masculinity deserves to receive greater attention both in 
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academic and broader societal discourses. I hope that my thesis will serve as a step in this 

direction, if only a small one. 
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