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In the middle of the media storm

This part of the book presents fundamental themes in the inter-
views with the central figures of the scandals and their partners. 
I initially focus on the changes in everyday life that each scandal 
involved for those affected by it and the emotions it engendered. 
Initially, the emphasis is on the experience of actually being at the 
centre of a scandal and on the feelings of loneliness, guilt, shame, 
grief, and anger that came to dominate the lives of several of those 
affected. I will use everyday life as a starting-point, where a sweep-
ing renegotiation of previously self-evident routines and patterns 
occurred in the wake of the scandal, and I also examine how things  
changed.

The food-and-sleep clock

To set the stage, you as a reader are invited to the home of Håkan 
Juholt who was at the time, in October 2011, the very hard-pressed 
party leader of the Social Democrats. Here incidents took place 
which, viewed in hindsight, come across as tragicomic. One such 
incident occurred when Juholt, completely unprepared and dressed 
in a T-shirt, was photographed at close range through the kitchen 
window of his ground-floor flat in a rental block in Västertorp, 
outside Stockholm. During my interview with him, Juholt illustrated 
his surprise at the time by opening his eyes wide and his mouth as 
well. He grinned with amusement when describing the incident, 
which was not at all funny when it happened but whose preposterous-
ness made us both smile when it was retold. The picture taken by 
the photographer was not published; but it made Juholt and his 
partner Åsa Lindgren realise that very little in their lives from then 
on could be interpreted as ‘normal’ or ‘the way things usually are’. 
Among other things, they crawled back and forth on the floor in 
and out of the kitchen to make coffee so that they would not be 
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spotted by the photographers who stood in the street outside, their 
telephoto lenses at the ready. Opaque curtains were eventually put 
up, but of course the journalists remained there anyway, around 
the clock, physically just a few metres from the windows. This 
becomes even more problematic when considering how long their 
home was under surveillance.

Interviewer (I): How often were there people in the street?
Håkan Juholt (HJ): It was constantly for a while, it came and 

went for a while. But I never noticed that they disappeared 
completely, so from October to January there was always 
someone there.

I:  That’s quite a few months.
HJ:  Yes, there was always someone. Sometimes there were many, 

sometimes only a few photographers.
I:  From October to January?
HJ:  Yes, there was always someone in the stairwell, always someone 

outside.
I:  In the stairwell?
HJ:  In the stairwell. In the beginning they rang the doorbell pretty 

regularly, but I think it was SÄPO [the Swedish Security Service] 
that told them they weren’t allowed to do that, so they stopped 
doing it. They took photographs into the building, into the flat. 
(M27102)

The pressure of the media is, as we already know, very great indeed 
in the initial phase of a media scandal. All the affected people and 
their partners told me in great detail about how bad they felt during 
the initial hunt, which is generally a downright physical experience. 
Among other things, these people supplied accounts about worry, 
anxiety, fear, sleep problems, and loss of appetite, as well as about 
physical sensations such as migraines, muscle pains, tremors, sweating, 
heart arrhythmia, skin rashes, stomach pains, nausea, vomiting, 
and, over a longer period of time, weight loss. Anders Pihlblad 
appears to have been especially badly affected when it comes to 
weight loss of an unhealthy nature. After the scandal erupted he 
lost his appetite. At first he quickly lost a number of kilos, and he 
then continued to lose weight at a slower rate. After a year, he had 
lost 18 kilos. Anders Pihlblad is a man of medium height, and at 
this time he weighed a mere 56 kilos. At his place of work, rumours 
began circulating that he had cancer. In order to tackle these problems 
he visited a doctor and a psychologist, as did many of the other 
informants. The treatment for most of them was therapy, sleeping 
pills, anxiolytic medication, or antidepressants.
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Yet another example of how things may develop can be found 
in Peter Karlsson’s story. He described how the initial hunt gave 
him severe nausea, quite physically, which led to his lying beside 
the toilet in his flat vomiting while the telephones kept ringing. An 
excerpt from the interview with him illustrates his circumstances:

Peter Karlsson (PK): But the thing is that then I broke down, 
because that’s when you get the physical shock. That’s when 
you lie by the toilet vomiting. You’re completely out of it. 
You’re a physical wreck. You can’t stand up … .

I:  So when the journalists come looking for you, then you’re not 
at all in a fit state to answer any questions whatsoever?

PK:  No. Today I understand that it’s physically impossible to do 
that, because you end up in a situation like if there’s a war 
going on. Doctors will tell you that all your defence mechanisms 
are switched on, like a hunted animal. So it’s completely impos-
sible to go out anywhere, you can’t even go out to buy milk, 
because there’s someone after you. You’re so paranoid, completely 
nuts, it’s impossible.1

Peter Karlsson was taken aback by the powerful reaction that literally 
floored him. He is not alone in having had this experience. Ulrica 
Schenström, former Under-Secretary of State for the Moderate Party 
and the right-hand woman of then-Prime Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt, 
describes a similar reaction in Anders Pihlblad’s journalistic book, 
Drevet går: Om mediernas hetsjakt (‘The hunt is on: On being 
hounded by the media’) (Pihlblad 2010:8). In his work as a politician, 
Peter Karlsson had previously met others who had been affected 
by media scandals and thought, ‘Get a grip, we’ll deal with this!’ 
without understanding the torment the person in question was going 
through.

One theme that emerges from the stories of the central figures 
is how their previously unreflective everyday activities regarding 
both minor and major matters came to a halt. The brakes were 
slammed on. They could not continue moving forward, as though 
the path in front of their feet had suddenly vanished. Not even the 
most elementary activity could be carried out with ease. Suddenly 
a visit to the supermarket, cooking dinner, and nightly recuperation 
in the form of sleep became projects that they had to goad themselves 
into doing. Peter Karlsson said that in connection with the develop-
ment of the scandal, he invented a food-and-sleep clock so that he 

1 There is no reference here, as it was not permitted to archive this material.
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would not forget to eat and go to bed.2 The clock consequently 
beeped several times a day with exact information about which 
meal it was time to eat and when he was allowed to rest – a kind 
of materialisation of everyday activities that normally belong on a 
routine, unreflective level.

PK:  I had the telephone. Then it rang at eight o’clock in the morning: 
‘Now it’s time for breakfast!’, Ten o’clock: A snack. Twelve 
o’clock noon: Lunch. Seven p.m.: Dinner.

I:  You had programmed that into the telephone?
PK:  Yeah, do you see? It’s completely insane.
I:  A food-and-sleep clock.
PK:  Because then my wife got up and went to work, and you can 

so easily just stay in bed, and then you get completely depressed, 
you see.

When it became clear that his wife had broken down as well and 
lay sleepless at night, a couple of colleagues started up an emergency 
schedule which meant that every morning someone made sure there 
was breakfast and lunch in the fridge and every evening someone 
came home to the couple and cooked them dinner. ‘I think they kept 
doing that for a month’, he said. I myself have only heard of similar 
social support in connection with deaths and the subsequent period 
of grief, and perhaps the difference is not as great as it first appears.

Several interviewees testified to similar experiences, how their 
previously ‘given’ existence was transformed into an unknown and 
terrifying chaos where nothing was the same. Alfred Schutz uses 
the expression ‘distance from the everyday’ (Schutz 1989: 125) 
in order to describe this type of experience. In a crisis, he writes, 
the individual does not turn his or her back on everyday life; but 
because this person has for once been able to look at everyday 
existence and its components, his or her awareness of the possibility 
of doing just that is awakened, and this creates distance. Schutz 
continues: ‘if his life (or what he considers to be the meaning of his 
life) seems threatened, he must then ask himself whether what just 
seemed so urgent and important is still so urgent and important’ 
(Schutz 1989:128).

2 A figure in the Swedish children’s cartoon Bamse, about a kind and strong 
(thanks to the ingestion of ‘thunder honey’) bear and his friends, has a 
food-and-sleep clock which governs the course of his day, whatever emergen-
cies arise. This is sometimes inconvenient, as he is a preternaturally clever 
inventor whose aid is frequently needed. 
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What Schutz describes are the times in life when we are forced 
to pause, when we become visible to ourselves and other people in 
a particular way, where our previously so important tasks and our 
schedules containing plans for every hour of the day are transformed 
into a liquid state characterised by disorder and disorientation. 
Crises lead to a more theoretical attitude to what is our otherwise 
familiar, natural, everyday existence (Schutz 1989129f). The purpose 
of life is no longer obvious. We ask ourselves what we are doing 
here, who we are. It is as a rule unpleasant to be there, at a certain 
distance from oneself and other people. One theme that recurs in 
the informants’ stories is precisely the distance that gradually arose 
in relation to other people. Loneliness is one of the most apparent 
and powerful feelings that found expression in their stories. Ulrica 
Schenström puts this experience into words in Anders Pihlblad’s 
journalistic book, Drevet går (2010):

People do not primarily suffer because there’s no way they can defend 
themselves. Nor are they ashamed simply because they’re being declared 
idiots in full-page spreads before the whole of the Swedish people. 
No. That’s not what pierces you to the marrow. It’s the silence. The 
silence from people around you. (Schenström, in Pihlblad 2010:9)

The paradox of visibility and loneliness

Each and every one of the affected people and their partners testified 
individually to tangible feelings of unreality and loneliness in the 
wake of the media scandal, a loneliness that was both voluntarily 
chosen and forced on them. Metaphors such as disappearing into 
a chrysalis, being shut into a bubble, being in a vacuum, or being 
the main actor in a surreal play were used. Kennet von Wachenfeldt, 
husband of Ireen, said that it caused him suffering to witness how 
his wife was made an outsider in their home town, something that 
was manifested in verbal attacks and averted, alternatively staring, 
eyes. It is a solitary and odd experience to be in a media scandal, 
even after the worst of the storm has abated. Loneliness expresses 
itself as separateness, which leads to a new form of visibility. Suddenly 
it becomes difficult to merge into the crowd. The interviewees had 
to either get used to being stared at in public places or remain 
indoors, within the confines of the home. Peter Karlsson expressed 
this experience in the following way:

It’s terrible going into a restaurant when everybody just stares at 
you. It takes years to get over people staring at you. It’s completely 
insane. It’s uncomfortable, and as you know people in this country 
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are not completely normal, you know when they see someone they 
sit like this [opens his mouth and stares with wide-open eyes]. And 
so you sit there with your spaghetti carbonara and then you just 
can’t eat it because someone sits and stares at you and you get food 
on your face. It’s completely insane, it’s downright rude.

All the affected people testified to not being able to merge into the 
background any longer, and that was often described as a kind of 
torment. Tiina Rosenberg compared this experience to the protective 
function of anonymity in the following way: ‘I find all these contexts 
when people ask me, “What’s your name?” totally wonderful. “Hi, 
my name is Tiina Rosenberg”.’ This comment is reminiscent of the 
persecuted main character, Josef K., in Franz Kafka’s The Trial, 
when in a famous scene he encounters the prison priest in the 
cathedral, a person he has not met before:

‘You are Josef K.,’ said the priest, raising one hand from the pulpit 
in a vague gesture. ‘Yes,’ said K., thinking how freely he used to say 
his name in the past. For some time now it had become a burden to 
him, and now people he had not met before knew his name; how 
good it was to introduce oneself first and only then be known. (Kafka 
2009:151)

Several of the informants had previously enjoyed a large degree of 
anonymity in public life, but now they ended up at the centre of 
attention for everybody, and, in addition to this, in a compromising 
context where they were presented as mendacious, cunning, unreliable, 
crazy, or negligent. This eventually led to a new form of self-
awareness. Being looked at from the outside caused the affected 
person to regard him- or herself critically, which could lead to the 
main figure in question developing self-centred traits. In the words 
of Anders Pihlblad,

[y]ou become very narcissistic when hounded by the media. … You 
sort of think the whole world revolves around you. You feel it as 
soon as you get on the underground train, and so on. Everybody 
looks at you all the time. And people did that anyway, maybe, but 
not more than usual, because I am after all a person who’s been on 
TV and all that, but it became so much more obvious, maybe because 
you look for it too. You only think about yourself.

Many of the affected persons dwelt on the experience of being 
stared at. Some people with a superficial or non-existent relationship 
to the protagonist of the drama seemed to respond to the scandal 
by staring intently at the scandalised person from a distance. Others 
demonstratively averted their eyes. During the initial, chaotic period 
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of the scandals this was not something the informants thought much 
about because it was as much as they could manage to get through 
the day; but in the narratives it is obvious that this was not a 
transitory phenomenon. They continued being recognised and people 
kept staring, long after the reporting had died down.

As time went by, it became clear that the people around them 
had begun to avoid them. Some friends refrained from calling them, 
invitations no longer arrived, acquaintances crossed to the other 
side of the street, colleagues turned their heads away and stopped 
saying hello, and it became manifestly difficult to find someone to 
have lunch with. Several of the interviewees described how people 
they expected to be supportive were nothing of the sort, which was 
experienced as shocking and painful. Because these so-called friends 
neglected to show compassion during the crisis itself, moreover, 
there was no way back later.

‘Asocial responselessness’ is a concept used by the greatly esteemed 
Swedish social psychologist Johan Asplund to describe situations 
where expected, everyday communication changes character, where 
a practised response fails to materialise and is replaced by uncertainty. 
In a face-to-face meeting, this often leads to a feeling of being put 
to shame in the person who is exposed to the responselessness. You 
do not know what to do next. Suppose that a person you normally 
say hello to every morning suddenly ignores your greeting. What 
do you do then? Repeat the phrase? Leave? Become upset? You 
probably feel dumb which, etymologically speaking, should not be 
understood in the sense of unintelligent but rather mute (Asplund 
1987:13). When a fellow human being – Asplund uses the attractive 
phrase ‘travelling companion’ – does not answer your question or 
react to your greeting, he or she strikes you dumb, making you 
speechless. Although it was the other person who first demonstrated 
the dumbness, the responselessness is transferred to you, who also 
become dumb – an infernal exercise of micro-power, according to 
the author, who argues that the most basic form of power is exercised 
by individual actors in interpersonal meetings. Exercises in asocial 
responselessness can be extremely painful experiences, in particular 
when it is a person’s travelling companion who forces him or her 
into this involuntary dance by violating prevalent codes of behaviour. 
Asplund goes so far as to call it a naked form of power that enforces 
pure submission (Asplund 1987:25). However, asocial responselessness 
always affects two people: the one who performs the non-action in 
question, and the person who is exposed to it. It is the reciprocality 
in the situations of social life that we should pay attention to. If 
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we do, it becomes clear that the persons who previously used to 
greet me but now avert their eyes not only reject me but also their 
own selves, because I am not given an opportunity to recognise and 
acknowledge them either (Asplund 1987:17, see also Goffman 2008 
[1972]:47–97). Existence cannot be confirmed unilaterally. For me 
to be able to confirm your existence, you also have to confirm mine. 
In the words of sociologist Erving Goffman:

[A]n act that is subject to a rule of conduct is, then, a communication, 
for it represents a way in which selves are confirmed – both the self 
for which the rule is an obligation and the self for which it is an 
expectation. An act that is subject to rules of conduct but does not 
conform to them is also a communication – often even more so – for 
infractions make news and often in such a way as to disconfirm the 
selves of the participants. (Goffman 2008 [1972]:51)

The lifeworld is fundamentally shared. It is neither my private world 
nor your private world, nor yours and mine together. Rather, it is 
a world of common experience, that is to say reciprocal in its 
foundations (Schutz 1973:68). Against this, the interrupted com-
munication and the experience of the protracted state of alone-ness 
in which a person affected by a scandal finds him- or herself seems 
a painful break in everyday existence against which it is hard to 
defend oneself. It just happens, in accordance with its own innate 
logic. A natural existence, where a person skilfully and routinely 
handles a flow of events and meetings with people, is replaced by 
anxiety. Nothing seems normal or simple any more, especially not 
spontaneous meetings with fellow individuals. The we-relation, where 
intersubjectivity within the lifeworld continually develops and is 
confirmed through planned and unplanned meetings with other 
people, is shaken to its very foundations. This leads, among other 
things, to my no longer being able to mirror myself in you, in the 
natural way that I otherwise do, or which we otherwise do with 
each other, because mirroring happens according to a dualist principle. 
Schutz puts it beautifully: ‘The mirroring of self in the experience 
of the stranger (more exactly, in my grasp of the Other’s experience 
of me) is a constitutive element of the we-relation’ (Schutz 1973:66ff). 
Håkan Juholt described how, long after the scandal reporting about 
him had died down, he continued to avoid people’s eyes and thus 
voluntarily refrained from the mutual mirroring:

HJ:  Before, one looked at people when one walked down the street. 
Now, I almost always just look down, I never try to catch 
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someone’s eye or make eye contact. I don’t want to see them 
looking at me, I don’t want to … so I look down.

I:  Do you think that they’re looking at you, that you are made 
visible?

HJ:  Yes, I don’t want that eye contact any longer, I don’t want to 
see it.

I:  Isn’t that difficult?
HJ:  Of course, it’s really difficult, but that is the most obvious 

change. …
I:  Do you sometimes feel that other people are looking at you?
HJ:  Yes, everybody does. It’s OK, but I don’t seek … I opt out of 

it.
I:  There must be a certain effort involved.
HJ:  I’ve switched it off completely. (M27102)

Looking at oneself through the eyes of the Other is a deeply and 
universally human thing. In fact, it is innate in the knowledgeable 
human being, where knowledge refers to knowledge about oneself, 
that is to say an awareness of existing – an insight that has been 
developed in a plethora of philosophical works. It leads to the 
paradoxical circumstance that my foundation, my self, does not 
exclusively exist in me, but also outside me. A part of self-awareness 
thus has to do with seeing what the Other sees when he or she 
looks at me (Schutz 1973:66ff; see also Asplund 1987:17). This 
usually unconscious mirroring effect is, as Schutz writes, a decisive 
component of the we-relation which is now exchanged for an 
uncomfortable feeling of separateness, but also of visibility. The 
eyes that are averted or that silently stare at me single me out, 
making mirroring impossible, and therefore leave me to myself. The 
expression ‘to stare someone out’ says something about the inherent 
power of this weapon.

In this context, it may be worth reminding oneself of the meaning 
of late Latin excommunicare or excommunicate in English, which 
may even today be used in the sense of banning someone from the 
fellowship of a collective. A related phenomenon is ostracism, a 
psychological concept that can be used to explain the situation in 
which the people affected by a scandal found themselves, where 
asocial responselessness can be seen as an expression or a sign of 
ostracism. The word originated in ancient Greece, where a leading 
figure could be excluded from the community through a collectively 
agreed-upon form of exile or excommunication. The procedure was 
conducted by means of a vote, where each of the congregated citizens 
wrote down the name of the unwanted person on a shard of pottery, 
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a so-called ostracon (OED online, s.n. ‘ostracon’). This behaviour, 
that is to say the cultural tendency to exclude an individual who is 
felt to be deviant from or threatening to the social collective – because 
the person in question constitutes a danger to that particular collective 
– may be considered universal. It can take on a number of robust 
forms and variations, according to social psychologist Kipling D. 
Williams, who has written a book on this phenomenon with the 
telling title Ostracism: The Power of Silence (2001). The author 
describes the special mechanisms of ostracism as a display of aversive 
behaviour in social interaction among people:

Unlike other forms of aversive interpersonal behaviors, however, for 
instance, verbal or physical abuse, ostracism can be characterized as 
a nonbehavior. Because of this, its occurrence is enveloped in several 
layers of ambiguity. For instance, targets may notice that they are 
being ignored and think to themselves, ‘Is it actually happening or 
is it my imagination?’ (Williams 2001:11)

The words used by those affected by a scandal to describe their 
situations are similar to the expressions that the informants in 
Williams’s research used – as an experienced form of exile, exclusion, 
expulsion, or branding, communicated not least through the silence 
of and repudiation by the people around them, which means that 
ostracism as a phenomenon is simultaneously powerful, tangible, 
and shapeless. It can be unequivocal in its character – that is to say, 
a person who is exposed to this treatment clearly notices what is 
going on – but even so it can be extremely difficult to address, 
because the ‘travelling companion’ who performs the non-act can 
claim to be blameless if called to account. The so-called non-behaviour 
can, because of its inherent ambivalence, be denied, and thus does 
not have to be either explained or excused.

The branding and the escape

Several of the interviewees compared themselves metaphorically 
to vulnerable or persecuted groups in society in order to describe 
their experiences of exposure and loneliness. Ireen von Wachenfeldt 
felt that she became a victim of rape, where ‘the media became 
like a perpetrator against me’. Ingmar Ohlsson, for his part, felt 
that he was presented as ‘one of those who eat little children for 
breakfast’. Maja Lundgren said that she was portrayed as a lunatic, 
a hysterical woman, and was transformed into a scapegoat, while 
Tiina Rosenberg argued that she, like Frankenstein’s monster, became 
evil personified. Another affected individual claimed that the scandal 
left a mark on the entire family, comparing the experience to the 
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persecution of Jews and Roma. Variations on the words sickness 
and death recurred in the interviews, for instance in connection 
with interviewees describing their own degree of well-being or the 
reactions of the people around them. Several pointed out that they 
felt besmirched, dirty, contagious, and that ‘they were bringers of 
death’. As we have seen, some people around them developed a 
talent in the difficult art of avoidance. That phenomenon calls for 
a deeper analysis, in which we will focus more on the role assigned 
to the central figure in this drama.

A person who has so-called ‘blemishes’ on her or his personal 
character, stains that are the result of, for instance, a lack of honesty 
or amoral behaviour, can become stigmatised in society, writes Erving 
Goffman (1990a [1963]:14). On the basis of the knowledge that 
we ‘normal’ people have, or believe we have, about a stigmatised 
person, we take discriminatory actions of different kinds, by which 
we effectively, if unintentionally, reduce life opportunities for the 
person in question. Here a kind of branding enters the picture. We 
believe by definition that a person to whom there is a stigma attached 
is not completely human (Goffman 1990a [1963]:15). This is 
particularly interesting considering that several of the people affected 
by scandals felt that as a consequence of the media reporting they 
became just that – dehumanised. That feeling is implicit in some of 
the comments reproduced above. Ingmar Ohlsson describes this 
experience as follows, in explicit terms: ‘It becomes a kind of 
dehumanisation. You’re not a person, you are a phenomenon, a 
figure.’ Hanne Kjöller also used the word ‘dehumanisation’ repeatedly 
during our conversation, whereupon I asked what that actually 
meant. She answered:

Hanne Kjöller (HK): It means that I’m not a person.
I:  And instead you become what?
HK:  Perhaps an animal. A victim. That is, I become someone to 

bring down. There is no compassion for me, there is no empathy. 
There’s nothing. It becomes a hunt. Like a computer game. I 
am nobody. I’m not a sister, a brother, or a colleague.

I:  What do people want to do to you, then? You say ‘bring down’? 
What does that mean?

HK:  Well, I think I am supposed to break down.
I:  Is that what is …?
HK:  … Yes, in a way. You know, the power that the media have, 

it’s so great. If thirty journalists decide to report a truth that 
isn’t true, then it doesn’t matter. You’ll never be able to defend 
yourself. I’ll never be able to escape the image that some people 
have created of me, no matter how wrong it is.
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In connection with this discussion, Hanne Kjöller mentioned suicide 
as the ultimate reaction to a media scandal. She emphasised that 
she was never close to having such thoughts herself; but the experience 
of the scandal involving herself and those involving other people, 
whom she as a journalist has followed at close range, led to a 
realisation that it is plausible, even likely, that a major media scandal 
in Sweden could lead to a person’s death. Among other cases, she 
referred to a well-known Norwegian case known as ‘Tønne-saken’ 
(‘the Tønne affair’), which involved Tore Tønne, at that time 
Norwegian Minister of Health, who, after accusations of economic 
irregularities and a wide-spread media scandal, took his own life 
in 2002. This tragic event caused an extensive debate on press ethics 
in Norway (see Brurås 2003). What Kjöller also describes in the 
above quotation is a process of demonisation that is typical of 
media scandals (Allern & Pollack 2012a:187f). Maja Lundgren 
spontaneously used the word ‘stigmatisation’ in order to describe 
this experience, in the following way:

Maja Lundgren (ML): I felt as if that was the purpose of the 
hounding, to banish me in order to maintain order and defend 
honour, the honour of certain men. And I actually planned to 
move abroad. But I don’t really want to move, I want to live 
in Sweden.

I:  And in this process you say that you felt that you were alone 
in a way that you haven’t been before. Or?3

ML:  Yes. I have been alone before, but [now I was] alone in a different 
way, like, stigmatised perhaps you can say. Really.

I:  Stigmatised? How do you mean?
ML:  Well, kind of branded. Like some kind of witch. (M27093)

The feeling that the media reporting resulted in a kind of brand-
ing, banishment, and expulsion is something Maja Lundgren 
shares with the other informants. She felt prompted to leave the 
country, which brings up another recurring theme in the stories 
of the interviewees, namely escape. Several of them felt impelled 
to escape quite physically from the scandal reporting and all the 
attention. They went into hiding in their holiday homes or with 
relatives, or they went abroad. Phones were unplugged, doors 
locked, blinds drawn. Peter Karlsson, who has worked in politics, 

3 Because the follow-up question is a leading question, it should be pointed out 
that Maja Lundgren, like the other informants, previously in the interview 
described a feeling of loneliness as one of the most prominent of her emotions.
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has seen this happen many times, and he has also helped other people  
escape:

I can say that today I’m a pro when it comes to taking care of people 
who have to get away from the media – a pro! It’s almost like one 
of those secret-agent exercises, you know. It’s not just a matter of 
disguising people, since you can’t have the same car, for instance, 
because then the media will check the number plates. So you have 
to have other cars. Then they have to be driven around the country, 
because you have to move them from various holiday homes. I’ve 
done a lot of that [laughter].

An interesting emotional state came over us during the interview 
when Peter Karlsson told me about these scenarios of being hunted 
and escaping: we both found it hard not to laugh. He spoke about 
serious matters – the people who felt forced to escape were of course 
badly shaken – but there was a kind of irony and black humour in 
all this that made us both begin to laugh. Besides, the people he 
helped escape had disguised themselves, as had Peter Karlsson himself, 
which reinforced the element of absurdity. These were successful 
people he was talking about, men and women with status and 
power, who suddenly began to behave more or less irrationally. A 
more lengthy excerpt clarifies the mood:

I:  [laughter] Yes, well, it’s exciting this thing where you disguise 
yourself and leave, more or less.

PK:  Mmm, but everybody does.
I:  Everybody does?
PK:  Yeah, yeah. Everybody I know has disguised themselves [laughter]. 

I myself was chased around Djurgården [the Royal Game Park] 
by Expressen and their photographers. … And then suddenly a 
reporter jumps out of the bushes, and I’m out walking with my 
friend Klas. And I just go, ‘AAAARGH!’ and start running across 
Gärdet and he [Klas] yells, ‘YOU ARSEHOLES!!’ [laughter]. In 
hindsight, I don’t know if I was the one they were after. They 
could have been after the royal family.

When Sven Otto Littorin told me about his experiences of escape, 
the mood in the room was characterised by seriousness. Grimly, he 
described in detail how reporters from Aftonbladet pursued the 
getaway car that he and his then partner were travelling in. The 
first two weeks were pure escape, he said. They switched cars at 
night, dumped telephones in litter bins, and sought temporary refuge 
in the forest in a holiday home belonging to a friend’s in-laws. He 
described it as ‘entering a second childhood’ during such extreme 
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circumstances. The reptilian brain is at work. He claimed that he 
would literally have crawled under a table from pure fright if the 
journalists had stepped into the house where he was hiding.

Sven Otto Littorin (SOL): [We were at the electronics store] 
Expert in Årjäng. We were there to buy two of those burner 
phones, because our relatives had to be able to reach us. Evin, 
who was my partner at the time, walks into Expert and comes 
face to face with a wall of TV sets with my picture on them. 
And there I sit in the car with my jacket collar turned up, a 
cap, and sunglasses. It was like in the movies. It was disgusting. 
During this time the publishing continued, every bloody person 
in Sweden wanted a piece of me and I wasn’t in a fit state for 
anything. It was … interesting.

I:  You were not in a position to answer questions at that time?
SOL:  Hell, no! I couldn’t sleep, eat, drink … I was a total wreck. 

Via an acquaintance I managed to find a district medical officer 
in Årjäng who prescribed tranks. It was horrible, awful.

I:  Did you suffer any lasting physical or psychological damage?
SOL:  Oh, definitely. People say, ‘what doesn’t kill you makes you 

stronger’, but I don’t believe that at all. I will always have a 
pretty large scab, which I often pick at. That’s how it is. I notice 
now that I’m becoming a bit …

I:  This is affecting you.
SOL:  Yes, absolutely. (M27095)

It is obvious that it is not just during the most acute course of events 
that the main figures of the drama experience fear and a need to 
hide. Peter Karlsson described how he, when the reporting had in 
principle come to an end, reluctantly went to visit friends in Copen-
hagen dressed in a scarf pulled up to the tip of his nose, sunglasses, 
and a cap pulled down far over his forehead. The trip had been 
preceded by his friends’ assurances that it really was not dangerous 
to go out and have a beer in a neighbouring country several months 
after the reporting had died down. It is appropriate here to quote 
yet another interview section:

I:  What are you hiding from, then?
PK:  It’s incomprehensible.
I:  You don’t really know it yourself?
PK:  I said it the other day to a colleague, ‘I saw this person walk 

around in strange sunglasses and everything. I’ve done it, too.’ 
Like, it’s so damn nuts. I don’t know what I was hiding from. 
But hiding I was.

This behaviour can be linked to both the concept of ostracism and 
to Goffman’s theory of stigma, since there are a number of ways 
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for people affected by a scandal to respond to the unfavourable 
special treatment they receive. For instance, we saw how Håkan 
Juholt voluntarily refrained from making eye contact with people 
who stared at him when he was out in public. Another concrete 
response is to try to escape the situation. A third one is covering, 
that is to say, a desire on the part of the stigmatised person to 
conceal his or her stigma. In the case of an individual affected by 
a scandal this becomes equivalent to concealing, or hiding, oneself. 
It is obvious that people with visual impairments are not the only 
ones who use sunglasses in an attempt to protect themselves from 
the general values associated with the stigma in question (Goffman 
1990a [1963]:125–8). According to Goffman, through these actions 
a discredited person accepts his or her stigmas as well as assuming 
responsibility for them. The purpose, he claims, is to reduce tension 
and make it easier for oneself and for other people to divert attention 
from the stains in question, so that one can devote oneself to what 
social intercourse should really be about. This process also includes 
interpreting the glances of other people, reading things into their 
eyes that may not actually be there, a feeling that ‘they know’, 
which leads to a form of self-stigmatisation. Thus the attempts of 
the person affected by a scandal to conceal him- or herself – through 
drawn Venetian blinds, eyes firmly on the ground, voluntary escape, 
isolation, and disguise – could be seen as a form of acknowledgement 
and accepting responsibility, a response to collective expectations. 
But this behaviour is likely to have an even deeper significance. On 
the basis of the ideas in Sartre’s little book Esquisse d’une théorie 
des émotions, both covering and escape can be seen as illuminating 
examples of magical behaviour, an expression that allows us to 
understand the existential dimensions of fear. In a passage that deals 
expressly with escape as an answer to fear, Sartre writes:

Ainsi le véritable sens de la peur nous apparaît: c’est une conscience 
qui vise à nier, à travers une conduite magique, un objet du monde 
extérieur et qui ira jusqu’à s’anéantir, pour anéantir l’objet avec elle. 
(Sartre 2002:43)4

A frightened person would thus be prepared to obliterate her- or 
himself in order to obliterate a threat to her or his existence. For 

4 ‘The real meaning of fear is now becoming apparent to us. It is a consciousness 
whose aim is to negate something in the external world by means of magical 
behaviour, and will go so far as to annihilate itself in order to annihilate the 
object also’; Jean-Paul Sartre, Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions, trans. 
Philip Mairet (London: Routledge), 2002:43.
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instance, fainting when facing a monster is an example of what 
Sartre calls magical behaviour. It is worth bearing in mind that 
there are cases where the protagonist committed suicide as a direct 
consequence of a media scandal (Bjerke 2012:165–81, is Brurås, 
Hjeltnes, & Syse 2003, Pihlblad 2010:145–63). We remember Hanne 
Kjöller’s words from before. Johan Asplund would interpret this as 
a potential avoidance of self-obliteration (Asplund 1987:17). By 
engaging in magical behaviour and escape from the Other’s exercise 
of power, I reduce his or her opportunities to take away my right 
to exist. I thus escape purely for the sake of self-preservation, which 
gives rise to the question, Can suicide be committed in an attempt 
at self-preservation?

The exercise of power can also take on more explicit expressions 
of aversion and hatred. Ingmar Ohlsson:

Ingmar Ohlsson (IO): Well, that’s what became so exhausting. 
Before this started I was essentially a person unknown to the 
public. Now I became known to everyone.

I:  Everybody knows who you are?
IO:  Everybody knows who I am. And that leads to my not going 

out. I can’t go out shopping; it’s impossible. For a period of 
time I had to have bodyguards, because I’ve been threatened 
and because I’ve been beaten up. But, but, but …

I:  You were actually beaten up?
IO:  I was beaten on three different occasions.
I:  On three different occasions?!
IO:  Yes, once in an aeroplane.
I:  By private individuals who had got worked up about the 

reporting?
IO:  And then I get bodyguards, and have them for a while, but of 

course eventually I can’t take the responsibility for tying up lots 
of public resources. So what do I do? I simply don’t go out.

Ingmar Ohlsson described how, because of the threats, he was driven 
from door to door in a car provided by the government for a period 
that lasted just over six months. He was exposed to all sorts of 
threats, and during several periods he had to have bodyguards 
protecting him. People spat at him in the street, and his car was 
vandalised (Pihlblad 2010:311). Because the media scandal came 
and went over several years, the acute situation with isolation as a 
consequence was also repeated later.

Ohlsson shares the experience of having received death threats 
with some of the other informants. Tiina Rosenberg testified about 
receiving such threats and also about threatening situations in public 
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places, which led to her avoiding going out in public. She, too, was 
chauffeured – by her partner – from door to door between her 
home and her workplace for nearly a year. At her place of work, 
guards were hired. Not just she herself but also colleagues and 
family doubted that she was safe. When the reporting was at its 
most intense, her partner slept with a baseball bat at the side of 
the bed. Maja Lundgren, for her part, did not have direct death 
threats levelled against her; but in the newspapers people speculated 
that she might be so mentally unstable that she could be considered 
a danger to her own life. She personally experienced the media 
scrutiny as threatening in itself.

ML:  It’s a feeling that one is about to be killed, sort of.
I:  A feeling that one is about to be killed?
ML:  Yes, one grows sort of weak at the knees and such things. One 

becomes anxious and so on. (M27093)

Gudrun Schyman used similar words. Among other things, she said 
that it was like being threatened with violence from which one 
cannot protect oneself. There was a kind of ringing in her body, her 
muscles tensed up, and she thought, ‘This is it!’ Ireen von Wachenfeldt 
spoke of an occasion during the intense phase of the scandal when 
a man on the underground demonstratively stood in front of her 
and spat directly at her. There were threats against her life as well 
on repeated occasions, via the telephone, email, and letters. The 
threats led to an intense fear of there being snipers up on the roofs 
who had a free line of sight into the flat where she lived. Ireen 
von Wachenfeldt described how she took refuge in her home in 
spite of not feeling safe there. She believed she had nowhere else to 
go, which in time had serious consequences: she refused to go out  
at all.

I:  By that time you hadn’t gone out for several weeks, then?
Ireen von Wachenfeldt (IW): No …
I:  You isolated yourself?
IW:  You bet. … You know, it was as if I was walking around and 

around, sort of.
I:  Where did you walk around?
IW:  We lived so that you could walk from the kitchen and through 

the hall and through the living room, like this. You could walk 
around in the flat [pause].

I:  So you walked, did you?
IW:  Right, there I walked. (M27094)
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The prolonged isolation eventually led to social phobia; that is to 
say, Ireen von Wachenfeldt became one with her stigma. She was 
terrified in the flat – of the roofs, the windows, the newspaper, the 
radio, the television, and the letterbox, the exits to the home, as it 
were – and at the same time she was terrified of leaving it. With 
the support of her family and of doctors, she was slowly and gradually 
pushed outside. Peter Karlsson for his part told me how he shut 
the world out by drawing the curtains and consuming massive 
amounts of TV series in accordance with completely newly created 
everyday routines. There he would walk around, as a kind of 
sleepwalker between his sofa and the TV, wearing pyjamas for the 
greater part of the day, fully aware of the journalists and photog-
raphers who were waiting outside the front door a few floors down. 
With grim humour, his friends called his plight ‘the pyjamas bubble’, 
ringing now and then to check whether he was wearing his nightwear 
or not. Once a day he sneaked out through a back door, in disguise, 
to take a walk – the big event of the day.

Anders Pihlblad described how during the most intense phase, 
when journalists were waiting outside the front door to the building, 
he pulled down the Venetian blinds in the kitchen window, through 
which one could see straight into his flat. Then he left his home for 
a time. When he returned, the Venetian blinds stayed down for six 
months, long after the storm had died down. His romantic relation-
ship of some years’ standing came to an end as well. One of the 
consequences of a media scandal on the personal plane is precisely 
that the partners of the main figures sometimes do leave. The scandal 
does not discriminate between family life and working life. ‘It’s 
actually the case that my life is destroyed by this’, said Ingmar 
Ohlsson and underlined that it had caused both his professional 
and his private life to break down. The scandal reporting breaks 
into a person’s everyday life on all fronts and changes its structure, 
sometimes forever. In Peter Karlsson’s words:

[s]o you have to remember that many routines, patterns, one’s family, 
the people you socialise with – all these things are disrupted. And 
when that happens I think people can go under. I’m sure one can 
become a drug addict. But I was lucky enough to have my food-and-
sleep clock.

Shame, self-contempt, and laughter

After a time, certain of the informants were able to return to their 
duties at work. Others were not. Losing one’s job is a not uncommon 
consequence of a media scandal. A few years after the events, Peter 
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Karlsson could still remember the exact date when everybody else 
went back to work after a Christmas break while he himself stayed 
at home. For his part, Anders Pihlblad was welcomed back to the 
TV newsroom where he was employed, receiving support from his 
boss and most of his colleagues. Nevertheless, he continued to feel 
terrible:

It intensified during this time, this enormous sense of self-contempt. 
A strong feeling of dislike for myself. But I didn’t blame any of the 
people who were down on me, only myself. It took a while before 
I realised that this was exactly what was going on. Someone told 
me, ‘You’re going around despising yourself. Think about that. Why 
do you do it?’

Not surprisingly, self-incrimination is common in the stories of the 
interviewees. In particular, these self-accusations manifested them-
selves in the form of guilt and shame, feelings that appear to be the 
individual, emotional response to the stigmatisation, the asocial 
responselessness, and the ostracism, at least in some cases. The 
experience of not being wanted hits back at a person’s own self; 
guided by other people’s glances, he or she begins to look at him- or 
herself with a critical eye. Williams again:

Being cut off, cut loose, cut down, and cut dead is perhaps the worst 
thing that can happen to us. I argue that the simple act of being 
ignored simultaneously attacks four fundamental human needs. Our 
sense of connection and belonging is severed; the control we desire 
between our actions and outcomes is uncoupled; our self-esteem is 
shaken by feelings of shame, guilt, or inferiority; and we feel like a 
ghost, observing what life would be like if we did not exist. (Williams 
2001:6)

Tiina Rosenberg described it as a shame that was foisted on her 
from the outside, something she was expected to feel and act on 
the basis of, but which she resisted. Maja Lundgren was on a similar 
track and described it as primitive scapegoat-thinking, where the 
unity of the group stands or falls with a single person’s being made 
to take the blame for everything and eventually being banished 
from the community. Ireen von Wachenfeldt experienced this as an 
incessant inner harping: How could I! I’ve ruined everything! I’m 
a terrible person! Peter Karlsson described the inner gnawing in a 
similar way, ‘I’ve done something awful, I probably ought to die’, 
connecting this experience to the articles about him:

This silence [that people stop saying hello and getting in touch], 
which may often be because of fear and not spite, is of course connected 
to the image you then read about. So it takes a little while to realise 
that you’re not the absolute worst person in the world.
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The last sentence was said in irony, an irony which, together with 
a crass, black humour, appears in several of the informants’ stories. 
Looking back, Peter Karlsson especially had the ability to see himself 
as a comic figure who disguised himself, wore sunglasses in the 
middle of winter, and behaved oddly when among people, as we 
saw above. When I listen to the interview, I am struck by how much 
we both laughed, in spite of the seriousness; ‘laughter that sticks 
in your throat’ is an expression that captures the feeling (Jönsson 
& Nilsson 2014:7–19). Our mirth was probably provoked by the 
carnivalesque characteristics of the media scandal. One’s existence 
is temporarily turned topsy-turvy; a degradation takes place in public, 
hierarchies are dissolved, power is challenged, and roles are re-
evaluated. At the centre of the spectacle is a person who has been 
made the object of ridicule and whose status has been altered, 
temporarily or permanently. The sometimes grim laughter that comes 
from outside singles out and separates. It can be merciless and 
ultimately change one’s view of who one is. In the words of Swedish 
ethnologist Jonas Engman:

[T]he fear of being laughed at, publicly disgraced, and destroyed also 
entails seeing oneself as a caricature of oneself, or perhaps even as 
a hyperbole. If we are disgraced enough, we seem to behave as though 
we were grotesque and we regress, perhaps in tears and anger. Laughter 
threatens to turn us into creatures with no control over ourselves, 
as though we have lost our humanity. (Engman 2014:21)

Laughter, too, no matter how innocent it may seem, can thus 
contribute to the experience of becoming dehumanised. Peter Karls-
son, like several of the other informants, felt that it takes years to 
get over a media scandal emotionally and put it behind oneself, if 
one ever does. The following pages investigate the feeling of shame 
in some detail, considering the gaze of the Other in this particular 
context: how the people affected felt laughed at, stared at, and 
singled out, or, alternatively, actively ignored.

The shame that the gaze of the Other can engender is a phenom-
enon discussed in Sartre’s texts. In Being and Nothingness (Sartre 
1956:282–326), an illustrative and often reproduced scene is described 
where a man stands bent over with his eye to a keyhole, watching 
something on the other side of a door. Completely absorbed by his 
actions, he is at that moment unaware of himself. But when steps 
approach from behind, the man realises that he is in somebody 
else’s field of vision, at which point he becomes aware of himself 
and quickly stops looking through the keyhole. A paralysing shame 
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ensues. According to Sartre, this feeling does not originate in a 
realisation that the person in question has acted wrongly, but emerges 
because at that moment the man can see himself from the outside, 
through the Other’s gaze, and he is ashamed of what he sees – that 
is, he is ashamed of himself the way he appears to the Other. But 
this shame also implies a kind of admission: I admit that I am as 
the other person sees me.

At a deeper level, Sartre says that the anxiety or fear that I may feel 
before the Other’s gaze has to do with the fact that this person has 
an ability to make me an object and thus fasten me down and affix 
my person to a few selected qualities that are made to represent all 
of me. Without knowing my reasons or my inner motives, the other 
person transforms me into someone who looks through keyholes. 
The Other’s gaze becomes a yardstick that measures me, and the 
judgement that follows is impossible to appeal against, completely 
independently of whether the image corresponds to my self-image or 
not. In other words, what I am ashamed of is how I appear to the 
other person, in spite of my being aware that this person’s idea of 
me may be unfair, erroneous, and simplified. Ireen von Wachenfeldt 
tellingly described how she protected herself from the glances of 
her fellow human beings because she was afraid of being judged, a 
feeling that can still affect her, many years after the event:

It says more about my own fear, that they won’t like me. ‘Don’t 
judge me because that isn’t really me. I’m really a very nice person’ 
[laughter]. ‘Like me for who I am.’ It’s a fear I have that they will 
think that I’m this personality that I’m not, the one that TV has 
brought out, that the media always bring out with their blazing 
headlines. I’m really very kind and want everyone to be valued the 
same [laughter]. I who can barely kill a fly. Jesus Christ. (M27094)

Sartre derives yet another example of the connection between shame 
and the Other’s gaze from the story of the Fall. What is described 
there is, in reality, a basic fear of being surprised in a state of 
nakedness: ‘And the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew 
that they were naked’ (Genesis 3:7). The nakedness symbolises our 
vulnerable position as objects before the gaze of the Other. The 
Fall, according to Sartre, means being exposed, becoming paralysed 
and then becoming painfully aware of the fact that one is no longer 
a subject but an object before the Other: ‘Pure shame is not a feeling 
of being this or that guilty object but in general of being an object; 
that is, of recognizing myself in this degraded, fixed, and dependent 
being which I am for the Other’ (Sartre 1956: 288).
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Several media theoreticians, not least those from within feminism 
and gender studies, have used the concept of the gaze in order to 
understand this power process in relation to modern mass media, 
in particular photography and film, sometimes with inspiration 
taken from Sartre, but also from psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, 
philosopher Michel Foucault, and literary scholar Roland Barthes 
(see Mulvey 1975, van Zoonen 1994, Kress & Leeuwen 1996, 
Hall 1997, Casetti 1998, Hirdman 2001). Again and again they 
describe the power that a spectator has over an object that he or she 
looks at. The person who looks can to a great extent determine the 
significance and meaning of that object, without having to negotiate  
with it.

Interestingly enough, Peter Karlsson described an awareness of 
himself as an object above – that is, he spoke of how the unfavourable 
representation of him in the media manifested itself and also of 
how it was perceived by other people, something that, according 
to him, had the logical consequence that people did not get in 
touch with him. He was thus not only looked at by other people, 
he also looked at himself, thereby inevitably becoming a part of 
the objectification process. A paradoxical situation arises where the 
informants are simultaneously subjects and objects, exemplified above 
by Peter Karlsson’s experience of shame at how he was perceived in  
public life.

Conversely, Håkan Juholt said that he never felt any shame, 
because in his view he had tried to correct the mistakes that had 
been made and had always striven to act in an honest and honourable 
fashion throughout his long political career. Perhaps that was the 
reason why he managed to retain his human dignity, which he feels 
that he did, in spite of his claim that many people wanted to take 
just that away from him. At the same time, he described incidents 
where the loss of control was pervasive and where an intense experi-
ence of having been transformed from a subject into an object 
presented itself, incidents in the course of which the possibility of 
influencing his own situation and adjusting his image in the media 
was taken from him. One such instance happened in connection 
with a debate among party leaders at a time when the scandal had 
reached its peak. On his way into the Chamber of the Swedish 
Parliament, he had to make his way through a large and agitated 
media posse. Inside the Chamber, the press gallery was full. All the 
attention was directed at him, the man who would, the media had 
predicted a few days before, soon suffer a breakdown. Speculation 
about his cancelling the debate, and about who would replace him, 
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had been rife. This is how he described his experience of that day 
in October 2011:

I myself as Håkan wasn’t there. … This is the only time in my life 
that I’ve had this kind of experience, of looking at myself. I mean, 
it didn’t last long at all, perhaps just a hundredth of a second or a 
second. But I remember when the Speaker said, ‘Address by Håkan 
Juholt’, and I can so clearly see myself walking there. It lasted for a 
second, but nobody can take the memory of looking at myself from 
me. … That’s the only time in my life that I’m looking at myself 
from the outside. Very strange experience. I’ve never believed or 
thought about things like that [laughter], but I was actually a spectator 
of my own life there.5 (M27102)

Might the intense media scrutiny have been one of the reasons why 
he had the first and only extracorporeal experience of his life then 
and there? The question is worth asking. He says that he himself 
as Håkan was not present. So who was really there? His body 
reacted and walked up to the lectern when he heard his name, he 
explained. At the same time he could see himself from the outside, 
watching himself walk towards the lectern along with the rest of 
the audience. It is as if at that moment he captured the essence of 
the experience of having been transformed into a figure, an actor 
in a play; and for a brief moment he stepped out of that role and 
instead became a spectator watching ‘Håkan Juholt’ act. He became, 
as he himself says, a spectator of his own life.

It is time to return to the concepts of guilt and shame. You feel 
guilt about what you have done and shame for who you are, write 
researchers James Lull and Stephen Hinerman in an early study of 
media scandals (Lull & Hinerman 1997). They believe that shame 
is a socially and culturally constructed emotion to a higher degree 
than guilt: ‘It has to do with how others view the self as a longterm 
project’ (Lull & Hinerman 1997:26). It also involves, as we have 
seen, a moral dimension: when you are ashamed of yourself and feel 
shame burning in your body, you embody, and thus also make visible, 
moral understandings. One of the main points the authors make 
is that traditional distinctions between guilt and shame have been 
eliminated as a result of the thoroughgoing medialisation of society.6  

5 Also described in Loberg (2012:207f).
6 However, I want to call for caution when it comes to concepts like medialisa-

tion. They may lead the reader into believing that other periods, before the 
post-industrial era, were not medialised, which is a misconception. There 
is more on this in Chapter 2.
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The media make moral transgressions visible to a large, interpretative 
community, and thus foist shame on the perpetrator. The public 
blaming and public humiliation of a single individual are, according 
to Lull and Hinerman, the central components of the scandalisation 
process. What was previously said and done in a limited context is 
taken out of its original frame of reference and through reporting 
made available to an indefinite number of recipients, who are given 
the opportunity to examine the life and personality of the guilty 
party closely in consequence of the media’s generous conveyance 
of compromising intimate details (Lull & Hinerman 1997:26).7

Let us pause for a moment at the ritual element of these occasions 
of public shame. In his book Communication as Culture, mentioned 
in the introduction and originally published in 1989, communication 
theoretician James Carey opposes the then prevailing and simplified 
view that the actual transmission of information from one party to 
another is the goal of communication. Instead, his book proposes 
a ritual view of media and communication which is based on cultural, 
interpersonal relationships, a view where participation, sharing, 
and mutual association emphasise the connections between the word 
communication and words such as commonness, communion, and 
community (Carey 1992:18).8 The broad concepts of community, 
meaning, and identity are central to Carey’s research; and he examines 
them in great detail by, among other things, drawing on theories 

7 One researcher who has made an in-depth study of the experience of mediated 
humiliation is psychologist and communication researcher Barry Richards, 
who in an article entitled ‘Explosive Humiliation and News Media’ makes 
an interesting distinction between shame and humiliation. Like Lull and 
Hinerman, he believes that shame as a feeling always invokes a moral 
dimension, and that shame is connected to the experience of guilt. They 
cannot be separated, he claims. A humiliated person, for his or her part, may 
feel completely innocent and free of guilt. He clarifies: ‘You can be ashamed 
in your relationship to yourself; you don’t need an audience to feel shame. 
Humiliation, in contrast, requires you to imagine yourself in the minds of 
others; it is the experience of an intolerable lowering in the world of others’ 
(Richards 2009:63). However, it appears as though these emotions more 
or less merged for my informants. They experienced both humiliation and 
shame by turns, and if they were not ashamed they were aware of some 
people wanting to make them feel shame. In addition, Richards describes 
how the experience of public humiliation can lead to a need for payback 
and for getting revenge.

8 All these words originate in Latin communicare and communis, of which 
the first in English has the meaning ‘to share’ and the other has the acquired 
meaning ‘common’, ‘public’, ‘general’.
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about ritual. Carey regards the fact that both the word communication 
and the word ritual have religious connotations as an advantage. 
In his view, that circumstance exhorts us to think about media and 
communication as arenas where shared values, ceremonies, norms, 
and moral negotiations take place. Nine years later, he wrote the 
following sentence in a chapter in the anthology Media, Ritual and 
Identity: ‘Rituals of shame, degradation and excommunication are 
official and sanctioned ceremonies in all societies from the simple 
to [the] complex’ (Carey 1998:42).

In this text, Carey brings out the feelings of shame that are 
engendered in people who end up at the centre of particular kinds 
of dramatic, mediated events where a single individual is named 
and shamed, publicly stripped naked, and deprived of honour and 
reputation. These occasions, which he calls rituals of shame and 
degradation, serve to mark the shift in status of individuals from 
a higher to a lower rank – from respected to despised, from appreci-
ated to disdained, from exalted to profane, from normal to deviant 
(Carey 1998:42f). These rituals are often successful in their intent, 
but not always. However, this is the very point of them, argues 
Carey: they are meant to cause experiences of guilt and shame and 
a feeling in the affected individual of being deprived of dignity, in 
the full glare of publicity. According to him, these types of rituals 
are also symbolic occasions where people are exiled. It can be an 
internal exile in the form of an expected withdrawal and an existence 
made invisible; this frequently comes across as partly voluntary 
actions, as we could see in the testimonies of the interviewees 
discussed above. However, the consequences of being made invisible 
are that civic privileges that the affected person previously took for 
granted are taken from him or her through a gradual exclusion 
from the community. This process can also assume the form of an 
external exile, where the person in question is physically moved 
from the common to the private through a kind of banishment and 
is placed in quarantine. Carey emphasises the importance of paying 
attention to and trying to understand the meaning of this type of 
public degradation ceremony:

These are dangerous moments, particularly in the life of democra-
cies committed to the avoidance of cruelty, for they are episodes of 
high, systematic and sanctioned misanthropy when the power of the 
state, public opinion or both is inscribed on the body. In testimony 
to a still fertile historical metaphor, we often call the search for 
victims to collectively subject to these rituals a ‘witch hunt’. (Carey  
1998:42)
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Carey maintains that dangerous, punitive witch hunts of this kind 
cannot be justified or defended through utilitarian aspects as easily 
as other rituals – that is to say, rituals felt to be culturally necessary 
in that they lead to social integration and unity on moral issues 
about right and wrong within, for instance, a nation. Instead he 
encourages us to keep a watchful and critical eye on this type of 
phenomenon, because it is apt to reveal a more uncivilised aspect 
of people and of the communities they form.

Carey then elegantly describes how the actual stage for this type 
of ritual has been moved and changed over time. In primitive societies, 
such rituals were enacted in the town-hall square, the marketplace, 
or on the church green, where people who had been found guilty 
of theft, prostitution, lying, or similar crimes could be publicly 
displayed; they formed unambiguous embodiments of social norms 
and agreements, the purpose of which was to create order in the 
impending chaos. Today, argues Carey, these rituals take place in 
the public domain through the media (Carey 1998:43). In an almost 
repetitive manner, they turn up as a kind of interruption in the 
media rhythms that lend a certain structure to people’s everyday 
lives. During the previous two centuries, he writes, these rhythms 
have had an increasing effect on people’s everyday lives alongside 
other rhythms, such as liturgical and calendrical ones. In addition, 
each medium offers its own distinct temporal order in relation to 
its audience, confirming the current reality through rhythmical, 
repetitive reporting – that is to say, upholding the existence of an 
external world which is at bottom shared and common, at least on 
a symbolic level.

Today, Carey argues, these rhythms can be local as well as national 
and global – technological achievements breaking the boundaries 
that were previously perceived as comparatively fixed, such as national 
boundaries – and offer people a particular organisation of time: of 
the year, the season, the month, the week, the day, the hour, the 
minute. Nations, for example, he writes, do not only exist in historical 
time or in the present time, but also in media time, a point also 
made by anthropologist Benedict Anderson (Carey 1998:44; see 
also Anderson 1991). The place that makes up the nation – the 
physical place, that is – actually exists as border markings, land, 
lakes, forests, and cities; but it is to a great extent given its symbolic 
value through its mediation, where it is associated with events such 
as international sporting events, political elections, festivals, wars, 
crises, and similar occurrences, which give rise to what Anderson 
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has called ‘the imaginary community of the nation’. Only against 
this background do so-called media events become understandable. 
They have the capacity to unite people who have never met in real 
life, face to face, but who nevertheless identify with one another 
and feel an affinity for each other – people whose lives move along 
in a kind of harmony and coordination where I assume that the 
everyday existence in which I live is similar to the everyday existence 
in which you live (Anderson 1991). Mediated events of the more 
dramatic kind represent a kind of heightening of both pitch and 
emotional state, forming occasions that at least partly diverge from 
the expected, natural, rhythmic everyday flow of events and from 
the routine, habitual manner in which most of us consume media. 
In doing so, these events may mark a reinforcement, change, displace-
ment, or reinterpretation of what Anderson calls imagined or symbolic 
communities.

Carey criticises Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz’s (1992) early studies 
of this kind of mediated, collective rituals, arguing that these authors, 
surprisingly enough, have neglected the regularly recurring degrada-
tion rituals that take up space in the media. The nation as a symbolic 
place is under continual negotiation, says Carey, where interpretations, 
values, opinions, religious convictions, political ideologies, and 
different groupings take shape and struggle for space on editorial 
pages, in the flow of news, and in popular cultural offerings. And 
in the multiplicity of flows and events in the public sphere, more 
distinct ceremonies with a dark undertone occur now and then: ‘a 
marked rite of explicit passage when bodies are stigmatized, reputa-
tions destroyed and citizens expelled into a guild of the guilty’ 
(Carey 1998:45). Carey refers to these processes of anathema as 
exercises in social cruelty. However, I would like in my turn to 
direct some criticism against Carey’s account of just such a case, 
the analysis of which makes up the main part of his article – an 
article which, albeit interesting in many ways, is also too dense and 
therefore arouses my suspicions. Were there really no counter-voices? 
I want to emphasise that the kinds of degradation rituals that take 
place in the media should not be regarded as fixed or homogeneous. 
There would seem to be evidence for their existence; but criticism 
can be levelled against certain studies of ritual owing to their 
reluctance to acknowledge the ambivalence that in fact characterises 
these events. According to my way of looking at it, they are to be 
regarded as a form of cultural space for negotiation with ritual 
overtones rather than as ceremonies with a thoroughly settled form.

Mia-Marie Hammarlin - 9789198376845
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:29AM

via free access



58 Exposed

Lies and damned lies

On the other side of shame and humiliation, there is a more active 
emotion: anger. Tiina Rosenberg expressed these feelings in a single 
breath: frustration and anger over the fact that a kind of collective, 
insistent expectation would force feelings of shame on her. Long 
sections in a few of the interviews look like lists of names of individu-
als that the affected person felt had acted deceitfully, unprofessionally, 
or dishonestly. The closer in time the scandal was to the interview, 
the more evident was this trait, which is composed of both bitterness 
and feelings of revenge and injured honour. To me, who on these 
occasions had done my homework but was nevertheless an outsider, 
it was sometimes difficult to follow the reasoning and orientate 
myself in complex turns revolving around who said and did what 
and when. These outpourings had to do with the reactions of col-
leagues, friends, and acquaintances, but of course also with the 
actions of journalists. Frustration was expressed at how rigid the 
journalistic stories were during the scandal reporting. The informants 
claimed that they were treated by the people around them and 
presented by the media as persons different from who they are, and 
that they had little or no possibility to modify or resist these erroneous 
descriptions. A sense of powerlessness emerged.

Several people felt that the right to reply – that is, the right to 
make corrections – was rendered impossible because of the following 
circumstances:

1 Because the scandal followed its own logic, where the dramaturgy 
of the story seemed predetermined, the statements of the affected 
people were adapted to fit the inherent media order. Alternative 
and nuanced explanatory models were not given any space.

2 This in its turn had the logical consequence that the main figures 
became disinclined to give further interviews (see Allern & Pollack 
2012b:17–21, Bjerke 2012:165–81). One could say that it is little 
short of impossible for an accused and scandalised individual on 
whom suspicion is cast to have the last word against a newspaper. 
‘The more one writes in one’s own defence, the more smudged 
one gets by printer’s ink’ (Guillou 2010:549).

3 Yet another reason was the incredible pressure. To receive, every 
day, hundreds of phone calls from journalists whose questions 
were experienced as inquisitorial eventually resulted in telephones 
and email programs being switched off as people completely 
refrained from making any statements. Under such circumstances 
it appeared almost ludicrous to write, ‘the newspaper has attempted 
to contact NN to ask for a comment’. The well-known Swedish 
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journalist and internationally established author Jan Guillou, just 
quoted, narrowed down the problem:

When the hounding begins, the rule becomes that you should not 
check a good story because then you risk its falling apart. And the 
quarry is so overburdened with accusations anyway that no disclaimer 
from that direction a few days later has any credibility. (Guillou 
2010:539)

All in all, there was little possibility for a protagonist to influence 
the course of events once it had started rolling. Erving Goffman 
touches upon this matter by emphasising the downside of celebrity 
for people who are in the public spotlight, where a limited number of 
facts about an individual can be blown up to dramatic proportions 
by the news media and then be used as a complete picture of him 
or her. In addition, if this very limited selection of information is 
of an unfavourable character, it can have serious consequences. ‘We 
tend to impute a wide range of imperfections on the basis of the 
original one’, he writes (1990a [1963]:15–16). It was precisely this 
situation that my interviewees protested against: the injustice of an 
incomplete image being presented as if it were complete, a single 
act being blown up and made to characterise the individual as a 
whole. Or, to return to Williams: ‘the control we desire between 
our actions and outcomes is uncoupled’ (Williams 2001:6). A lack 
of control develops, not least regarding our actions and how these 
are perceived and interpreted by the people around us. After having 
made a mistake, one would perhaps like to make things right; 
but this turns out to be difficult. The stickiness of the scandal 
is difficult to get rid of. Peter Karlsson expressed critical ideas  
about this:

It’s not as if a person has shot someone, or killed other people by 
putting poison in a big water reservoir. We’re talking about people 
who have said something inappropriate on TV, paid a babysitter 
under the table, had wine in a restaurant, or not paid their TV licence. 
These are human things that can’t affect anyone else. So many people 
have a sense of having done something that is so incredibly awful 
that they’re expected to go into some kind of social exile.

Again one can see how the experience of loneliness and shame arises 
in the gap between the individual, his or her travelling companions, 
and the reporting of the media. The individuals respond to a kind 
of implicit expectation and ‘go into some kind of social exile’. Seen 
in the light of the technological advances and expanding media 
business of the previous two decades, it may be added that scandals 
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are repeated more often, develop more quickly, and include more 
actors today as compared to earlier times. This rapidity could be 
regarded as the greatest opportunity of modern journalism, but also 
as a curse. The new conditions surrounding publication involve 
challenges for correct news coverage where this intensified tempo 
entails an indisputable risk of getting it wrong – maybe not completely 
wrong, but not completely right either (Allan 2006:23–6, Carlsson 
2008:121–38, Hartley 2011:343–74). This is very true indeed of 
the phenomenon of the media scandal, whose particular dramaturgy 
often means that news about a scandal is published at a hectic 
tempo as a consequence of the stiff competition among news produc-
ers. Every now and then, the upshot is that a so-called leitmotif is 
created on the basis of centuries-old myths in order to streamline 
and simplify the story, where heroes and perpetrators, witches and 
victims play central roles (Bjerke 2012:169). The Internet also has 
an incalculable influence on the duration of scandals, partly through 
the rapid and massive dissemination of a story, partly through the 
preservation of talk about it.

Several of the informants testified to how difficult it was to relate 
the public image of themselves to their experience of their own 
selves and their own identities. In the interviews, they returned to 
the feeling of unreality. ‘That’s not me!’ they repeated, both to 
themselves and to other people. Tiina Rosenberg described this in 
an interesting way:

Such an enormous gap opens up between the person I am, who reads 
emails and gives lectures, who certainly has a large audience, but 
who writes and works and has a family, goes on holiday, goes to the 
gym and exercises, walks with my Nordic walking poles, and so on. 
I mean, I can’t see that there is anything spectacular in this. Other 
than that I can talk and write. Plus that I’m a feminist and on the 
political left, which collides with the prevailing political values that 
we have right now. But then I’m described as though I’m dangerous! 
A bit like the classic witch. Not just someone who should be burned, 
but someone who can lead other people to their ruin.9 (M27092)

9 For readers who have doubts about Tiina Rosenberg’s description of how 
she, as a non-professional politician, and the then newly formed party 
Feminist Initiative (Fi) were portrayed in the media, I can recommend the 
analysis of political scientists Maria Wendt and Maud Eduard in the article 
‘Fienden mitt ibland oss: Kön och nation i pressbevakningen av Feministiskt 
initiativ’ (‘The enemy in our midst: Gender and nation in the press coverage 
of Feminist Initiative’) (Wendt & Eduards 2010).
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Håkan Juholt devoted a lot of time to telling me about the experience 
of having been deprived of his honour. In spite of journalists turning 
his travel bills and representation receipts inside out in the wake 
of the rent-allowance scandal, they found, in principle, nothing. 
Nevertheless, some news media, with the tabloids (called ‘evening 
papers’ in Sweden) at the forefront, managed to portray him as a 
dishonest and untrustworthy figure.

It was so totally unreal, it was so incredibly unreal that people could 
claim and say just about anything about me. … I have always 
accounted for my receipts. And then they describe me as the complete 
opposite. Of course I carry that with me, to the end of my days. It 
hurt me, it wounded me very much. It wasn’t a political scrutiny, it 
was a scrutiny of me as a person, that I was generally unreliable, 
dishonest, lying, and deceitful. Of course it hurt. (M27102)

Most respondents testified that it was sometimes difficult to hold on 
to one’s self-image while being publicly pilloried as a liar, a lunatic, or 
a villain. Among others, Maja Lundgren put this feeling into words:

It didn’t happen terribly often, but I sometimes thought, ‘What if 
they’re right?’ What if this image they paint of this person who is 
sometimes weak and fragile, sometimes spiteful and greedy, what if 
it’s true? It reminds me of one of those drawings the Surrealists used 
to make, that’s called an ‘exquisite corpse’, where one person paints 
the head and then you fold [the paper] and continue with the body 
and then the legs and so on. I turned into that kind of figure. A 
monster. And at the same time, when I think deeply about my inten-
tions, I know they were wrong. (M27093)

And in the words of Anders Pihlblad:

When you gain a bit of perspective it’s almost as if you’re looking 
at another person. That’s how it is. Because life for me is divided 
into a before and after this affair, with this scandal. That’s absolutely 
how it is.

It may be worth pointing out that politicians and other so-called 
elite individuals are not the only ones who have a persona to preserve 
in public life – we all do. We construct our selves, our identities, 
by acting on the stage offered by everyday life. By presenting ourselves 
in a particular way in front of other people, we try to control and 
govern the information we convey, the information that forms the 
basis of other people’s impressions of us. Goffman argues that we 
should be aware that the impressions of reality which are conjured 
up during our appearances on this stage are brittle and fragile 
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phenomena ‘that can be shattered by very minor mishaps’ (Goffman 
1990b [1956]:63). The image of me may come to be coloured by 
the mistakes I make in social life. Through my travelling companions’ 
ability to appraise and evaluate me, I may experience losing control 
over the person I believe I am and wish to communicate to other 
people. I may feel unjustly judged for my actions, which I myself 
perhaps regard as exceptions and atypical of my personality. This 
social, communicative process is reciprocal, however. In the same 
way, I have an ability to appraise and judge you on the basis of 
your mistakes, or for that matter refrain from doing so. In this way, 
power is evenly distributed.

On the basis of the informants’ experiences of taking on the 
leading role in the drama of a scandal, one can draw the conclusion 
that power in this context is very unevenly distributed. Through the 
tools of language, a particular character is chiselled out which is 
very difficult to alter once it has taken shape. It seems as though a 
collective force takes over journalism in connection with a scandal, 
where even individual journalists who would usually have held back 
stop doing so. The threshold is gradually lowered, and it becomes 
permissible to say or write just about anything about the main 
protagonist (Bjerke 2012). In Jan Guillou’s drastic way of putting 
it, ‘regular source-critical rules are eliminated when the hounding 
begins, and basically anything becomes permitted, if only one can 
land another blood-splattering blow. To the cheers of the crowd’ 
(Guillou 2010:537). At a certain stage, it no longer seems necessary 
to have any evidence for claiming that the main figure has a dubious 
character or that he or she is a threat to social stability and should 
resign – if there is a post from which to resign – especially not if one 
is an editorial writer or a columnist (Pollack 2009:99–120, Nord  
et al. 2012). A scandal whipped up by editorial writers and pundits 
will inevitably be both more brutal and harsher in its tone, writes 
Jan Guillou. In advocacy journalism, he argues, a brutalisation of 
news reporting occurs in the context of media houndings as the 
truth and relevance requirements are set aside (Guillou 2010:520–4). 
When mishaps, to use Goffman’s term, are exposed in public life, 
analysed, emphasised, and confirmed on the media scene by a number 
of influential media actors – whose status is not least determined 
by their having the opportunity to act on this particular stage – a 
form of deadlock occurs. Hanne Kjöller expressed a certain dismay 
at how, in the context of scandals, influential journalists take the 
liberty of using their own media platforms in order to carry out 
personal vendettas, something she herself strictly refrains from 
doing. She saw it as impossible to use her own forum, the editorial 
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page of Dagens Nyheter, in order to defend or explain herself. ‘I 
can write letters to the editor, I can write debate articles in other 
newspapers’, she maintained, this being an act of respect vis-à-vis 
the readers, who are interested in relevant and impartial reporting 
rather than mudslinging. This, however, was not at all what was 
offered to citizens when the reporting about herself unfolded in the  
media, she said:

There’s no room for professional reflection either. There’s no room 
for reflecting about things such as, ‘Is this relevant for our readers?’, 
‘Is it true?’ Everything must sort of [be published]. It’s a snowball. 
People are completely caught up in the hunt, and that’s the journalistic 
shipwreck.

One example of what Hanne Kjöller calls ‘mass psychosis’ was the 
day when the news got around that she had cancelled her day-long 
seminar during the big Göteborg Book Fair. In fact, the date of 
the seminar had been moved owing to a funeral, the date of which 
had been fixed before the media hounding started. The change of 
dates had thus occurred several weeks earlier. Nevertheless, the 
whole thing led to intense reporting in the news media with the 
recurring headline ‘Kjöller ställer in’ (‘Kjöller cancels’), in spite of 
the publisher’s investing a lot of time in explaining to journalists that 
this was not the case at all. Consequently, one may conclude that 
the news fitted well into the dramaturgy of the scandal reporting, 
and the fact that it was not true was overlooked by a large number 
of news producers.

However, there are studies indicating that journalism is not always 
quite as conformist as might be believed at first. The ‘hounding’ 
metaphor risks overstating the uniformity of the reporting (see 
Jenssen & Fladmoe 2012). Some little time into a media scandal, a 
comparatively polyphonic conversation among different actors takes 
shape – not least in the advocacy material, where opinions clash and 
apologias in defence of the affected person are also formulated. To 
an even greater degree, the media audiences’ responses to a scandal 
are characterised by diversity (Wästerfors 2005). It is interesting to 
note that the main protagonists hardly notice this while it is going 
on – all voices, whatever their points of view, are components of 
the scandals at whose centres they find themselves.

Family, love, caring

As I have shown, several of the informants described profound 
changes to their social lives as a consequence of the reporting. 
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Seemingly stable relationships of many years’ duration, both private 
and professional, came to an end. As we have seen, the interviewees 
expressed surprise at how quiet and lonely their lives became. But 
on the other side of the silence, the betrayals, the averted eyes, and 
the absent phrases of greeting, there were people who chose to step 
up. Håkan Juholt:

HJ:  But no, the telephone fell silent really fast. There were of course 
those who surprised me, both in the party and outside it, who I 
didn’t think would get in touch. One’s friends are always there, 
but those who are sort of in the circle beyond one’s friends, they 
surprised me. The corner I thought would be full was empty, 
and the corner I thought would be empty was pretty full.

I:  A rearrangement of the furniture.
HJ:  Yes, totally. Completely. That’s a perfectly correct description. 

(M27102)

Real friends showed they cared and could be trusted, at any rate 
for Juholt; but other than that social life was characterised by 
surprises. The circle outside family, friends, and acquaintances 
harboured surprises as well. Strangers in city streets walked up to 
the main figures of the scandals in order to express empathy and 
dismay at the reporting in the media. At times they initiated physical 
contact by hugging, touching the affected person’s arm, or caressing 
their cheek, a behaviour which sometimes caused fear and sometimes 
joy. A sense of having one’s integrity violated was mixed with an 
invigorating experience of acknowledgement. In any case, it became 
apparent that exposure in the media had transformed the persons 
concerned into public goods, into people about whom one could 
have any opinions one wanted and to whom one could do whatever 
one liked, the boundary between the private and the professional 
having dissolved.

The significance of these types of attempts at making contact is, 
according to Goffman, that they turn the individual concerned into 
a person to whom strangers, without any particular reflection, can 
take the liberty to speak ‘providing only that they are sympathetic 
to the plight of persons of his kind’ (Goffman 1990a [1963]:28). 
In these types of contacts, the person at the focus of the attention 
is apt to try to anticipate what is going to happen by assuming a 
crouching, defensive position or by avoiding public environments 
altogether. The discomfort of being exposed increases in connection 
with strangers suddenly feeling called upon to establish contact 
because they emphasise the peculiar nature of the situation with 
their caring and their comforting words. One thing is clear, though: 
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natural, spontaneous direct contact with other people has come to 
a complete stop (Goffman 1990a [1963]:25ff)

At this point, I would like to invoke a personal memory. A fair 
number of years ago, I was sitting at Arlanda airport in Stockholm 
waiting for a domestic flight heading south. The newspaper billboards 
that day were adorned with the face of Allan Larsson, former Minister 
for Finance in the Swedish government and at that time the chair 
of Sveriges Television (‘Sweden’s Television’), who had been caught 
up in a dispute with Maria Curman, the Managing Director of the 
same public-service television company. Their conflict had clearly 
taken the step from the backstage region to front of stage, and it 
had begun to assume the shape of a public scandal (Goffman 1990b 
[1956]). The waiting travellers helped themselves to free copies of 
newspapers, the crackling of thin paper and the vague scent of 
printer’s ink framing the otherwise passive moment of waiting. Time 
dragged itself along, people glanced at their watches, their eyes now 
and then turning to the counter where they hoped a flight attendant 
would soon show up. But suddenly the indolent mood changed, 
not rapidly, but nevertheless palpably. It was something to do with 
the way the bodies moved, how the energy in them increased, how 
the murmur rose. I looked up and was surprised to see what several 
of my fellow passengers had already noted: right at the gate was 
none other than Allan Larsson, sitting down among the waiting 
travellers. Unlike many of us, he refrained from taking a newspaper 
from the newspaper stand. The change in atmosphere was almost 
physical. Our collective attention was now completely focused on 
Allan Larsson. Swedes are a discreet people, so most of us tried to 
hide our curiosity; but it proved to be almost impossible not to 
stare at him. I myself made certain efforts in that line, but it turned 
out to be very hard to concentrate on the newspapers in my lap. 
Instead, I repeatedly glanced furtively in his direction. I remember 
it as a titillating experience that he sat there very close to me while 
at the same time, a bit further away, I could see him depicted on 
the newspaper billboards with a grim look on his face. Somehow, 
it was fascinating that he managed to be both flesh and blood and 
billboard material in one and the same everyday moment. The 
thought crossed my mind that maybe I should speak to him. But 
what would I have said? Instead, I joined the other travellers in 
attempting the difficult art of paying no attention. How Larsson 
experienced the situation could not be read from his facial expression. 
In any case, the particular charge that arises in a room when all 
the attention is directed at a person who is written about in the 
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papers was very clear, as if this person had ended up directly in the 
spotlight. The unreflecting, quiet spirit of community ceased to exist 
as ‘we travellers’ was replaced by ‘we travellers and Allan Larsson’. 
The affective mood did something to us at that moment, to use the 
terms of geographer Ben Anderson (2009:78). Affective moods are 
indeterminately suspended between subject and object, ‘impersonal 
in that they belong to collective situations and yet can be felt as 
intensely personal’ (Anderson 2009:80). According to Anderson, 
‘atmospheres have … a characteristic spatial form – diffusion within 
a sphere. … we can say that atmospheres are generated by bodies 
– of multiple types – affecting one another as some form of “envelop-
ment” is produced’ (Anderson 2009:80).

Returning to the narratives of the people affected by scandals, 
it was not surprising that the support from their families was what 
bore them through the crises. When they held, family ties could 
even be strengthened as a consequence of the exposure. It was also 
when family came up during the interviews that the voices of some 
people broke with suppressed anger or grief. It appears that much 
can be borne in the form of violations of one’s own integrity, but 
when one’s children or aged parents get dragged into the game, that 
is the last straw. Håkan Juholt again:

They didn’t hesitate to go home to my 80-year-old mother and 
photograph her. They visited my children’s schools to question my 
children. They stopped their teachers. If there is an open season there 
is an open season, then you can do whatever you want. (M27102)

Juholt was not alone in having these experiences. Several of the 
informants told similar stories about how journalists had called or 
gone to see ex-partners, former classmates, siblings, cousins, parents, 
and children. In some cases, children were addressed by reporters 
right beside the school playground, sometimes in order to prevail 
on them to comment on their mother’s or father’s behaviour or to 
get information about where the parent in question was. When I 
brought this up with Niklas Svensson, reporter at Expressen, he 
questioned the veracity of these stories. If such things occur they 
are accidents at work, he claimed. Reporters look for contact 
information on the Internet. It is not unusual for them to find several 
telephone numbers listed for the main protagonist, whereupon they 
call these numbers. In these cases, said Svensson, there is a risk that 
they end up speaking to a child, because the children’s telephone 
numbers are listed under their parents’ names. What contradicts 
this kind of explanation is that several of the children claimed, in 
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front of their parents, that they were actually called on, spoken to, 
and/or questioned by journalists, in physical meetings. Whether or 
not this is true, children and other family members were dragged 
into the scandal in an emotional sense. Their fear and worries were 
doubtless the heaviest burdens for the informants to bear. Juholt 
recounted how his son’s anxiety and care for his father both moved 
and tormented the elder Juholt:

My youngest son was still living at home. He felt that I was being 
bullied. He felt bad, because he saw me as a victim of bullying. He 
said expressly that it was bullying, he used that word several times. 
He felt bad because nobody stood up for me. Why didn’t anybody 
hit back? How do you feel, Dad? I could wake up in the morning 
and get up to work around six, and then find I had a text message 
that he’d sent around two at night. He wrote how much he thought 
about me and how much he loved me and things like that. So he 
took that responsibility. He took responsibility for his dad, that I 
should feel OK. (M27102)

Suddenly the roles were reversed. A teenager took care of his weary 
and stressed-out parent. The son represented parts of the functionality 
in everyday life that had been lost, and among other things made 
sure that his dad combed and put styling mousse in his hair in the 
mornings. The informants described scenes showing how children 
were pulled into the media scrutiny because it was taking place 
physically outside the home. Cecilia Stegö Chilò:

When the news about the TV licence broke and I got the whole posse 
outside in the street, then it wasn’t easy for the children. The eldest 
one dealt with it pretty well, but the youngest refused to go out. It’s 
also a sensitivity thing for a mother when her children don’t feel 
well. Who pays the price for this? You’re supposed to be some kind 
of strong, female politician – tough, smart, focused, cool. And then 
your children are affected, and at once you’re a tiny, helpless nobody.

Family ties also entail the latent presence of a kind of infection 
process; that is to say, the stigma in question can be transferred 
from the protagonist to the people who are in her or his closest 
circle, like rings on water. ‘[This is] a relationship that leads the 
wider society to treat [them all] in some respects as one’, claims 
Goffman (1990a [1963]:43). It is their house too that is being 
watched, their telephones too that keep ringing. Goffman’s book 
includes a moving letter sent to an advice column, published in 
1961 in the Berkeley Daily Gazette, which portrays this infection 
in a telling manner. The letter puts its finger on how the mechanisms 
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of avoidance risk affecting not just the scandalised person, but also 
his or her close relatives:

Dear Ann Landers,
I’m a girl 12 years old who is left out of all social activities because 
my father is an ex-convict. I try to be nice and friendly to everyone 
but it’s no use. The girls at school have told me that their mothers 
don’t want them to associate with me because it will be bad for their 
reputations. My father had some bad publicity in the papers and 
even though he has served his time nobody will forget it.

Is there anything I can do? I am very lonesome because it’s no 
fun to be alone all the time. My mother tries to take me places with 
her but I want to be with people my own age. Please give me some 
advice — An OUTCAST. (Goffman 1990a [1963]:43)

That family members were pulled into the process and were, so to 
speak, infected by it became clear in the interviews with the inter-
viewees’ partners. But can the stickiness of the scandal on a social 
level cling to children as well, as the letter quoted above testifies? 
It looks very much as if this is the case. Ireen von Wachenfeldt felt 
that her own nadir was reached in connection with her children 
and grandchildren being pulled into the media scandal, in the latter 
case through the playground taunts of their classmates, geographically 
far from the epicentre of events. Her husband, Kennet von Wachen-
feldt, said:

KW:  But we probably took it hardest when our grandchildren were 
told things like, ‘Right, you’re the one whose grandma thinks 
men are animals’, ‘we sure know where your grandma lives’.

I:  Your grandchildren heard this from other children?
KW:  Yes.
I:  So spreading rumours goes all the way down to preschool?
KW:  That’s pretty much it. The first three years of compulsory school 

at any rate. (M27103)

It was the spreading of rumours at school and the covert threats 
to her grandchildren that made Ireen decide to write a book about 
the events (Wachenfeldt 2007).

Fellowship-of-the-hounded letters

Loathing and exclusion, love and care. The one does not exclude 
the other; rather, these phenomena seem to happen in parallel in a 
complicated, emotional interaction among human beings. We saw 
how Peter Karlsson and his family were embraced by the persistent 
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empathy of his colleagues, which manifested itself quite practically 
in the form of cooked food and comfort. He is not the only one 
who has experienced this. Sven Otto Littorin, who himself initiated 
this type of caring arrangements for people who found themselves 
under fire, felt that he would probably not have made it had it not 
been for the people who stood there, prepared to hold on to and 
hug him. In the midst of the critical stage he discovered that he 
actually had a good many friends, ‘genuinely sweet’ ones, as he put 
it. He also claimed that this had been a literal life-saver for him 
during what he calls a state of crisis. One of the people who were 
part of this friendly group had gone through similar experiences 
and encouraged Sven Otto Littorin to act in the same way toward 
the next person to be affected. Littorin bore this in mind, and in 
January 2012 he wrote a long personal letter to Håkan Juholt. 
Later Juholt answered the letter with the following lines: ‘I also 
want to take the opportunity to express my great appreciation for 
the letter you sent me when I was falling apart. Your warm humanity 
gave me hope and strength. I am infinitely grateful for this.’

Littorin and Juholt are not the only people who have been involved 
in this type of caring processes across party lines. In the midst of 
the most intense phase of the scandal reporting about Ulrica Schen-
ström, at that time Under-Secretary of State for the Moderate Party, 
Schenström had similar support from Ingmar Ohlsson, former 
Under-Secretary of State for the Social Democrats. In the preface 
to Anders Pihlblad’s journalistic book Drevet går (roughly translated, 
‘Open Season’; 2007), Schenström speaks about the particular 
significance of Ohlsson’s words when she was at her most wretched 
stage. In compassionate terms he wrote, among other things, about 
how few people there are who think about the person behind the 
public role when the media hounding starts (Schenström in Pihlblad 
2010:7).

By analogy with the rising number of public scandals within the 
political sphere, one can thus note the existence of this type of 
informal acknowledgement among affected people across party lines, 
something that calls for reflection. These fellowship-of-the-hounded 
letters, how should they be interpreted? Among other things, they 
signal awareness among politicians at a collective level about the 
vulnerability that comes with their role in a society where journalism 
does not just inform people about politics but also interprets, filters, 
comments on, and directs it, expressing special interest in the doings 
of individual political actors. The letters also suggest that the experi-
ence of being at the centre of a media scandal is not unique. It is 
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an experience shared by a number of women and men, both within 
and outside politics. The letters, one may assume, take part of the 
sting out of shame by emphasising the shared nature of the experience. 
In doing so, they make the loneliness less acute.

In addition, Erving Goffman provides many detailed examples 
of how a marked individual seeks or is offered contact with other 
people who share the experience of a particular form of misfortune. 
It seems as though ties can form in the wake of exclusion. These 
relationships that spring from similar experiences are associated with 
ambivalence because they underline the marginalisation itself by 
virtue of their very existence. The first group of favourably disposed 
people are of course those who share the stigma in question. From 
their own experience, they know what it is like; therefore, they 
are able to provide a certain amount of guidance to a person with 
regard to ways of coping with the stigma, and they can supply 
‘a circle of lament to which he can withdraw for moral support 
and for the comfort of feeling at home, at ease, accepted as a 
person who really is like any other normal person’ (Goffman 1990a  
[1963]:32).

The empathic fellowship-of-the-hounded letters in combination 
with the kindness of strangers emphasise that a stigmatised person 
‘must everywhere face being received as someone who no longer is 
what he once was’ Goffman 1990a [1963]:91). When the discrepancy 
between an apparent and an actual identity becomes obvious to the 
affected person, his or her social belonging is undermined, writes 
Goffman. This insight leads to the person being cut off both from 
society and from him- or herself, ‘so that he stands a discredited 
person facing an unaccepting world’ (Goffman 1990a [1963]:31). 
Together with people who share the misfortune in question, however, 
he can lick his wounds and tell the whole sad story about his fate 
(Goffman 1990a [1963]:32).

To return to the question of why the phenomenon of fellowship-
of-the-hounded letters arises now, in the twenty-first century, the 
book Media and Public Shaming (Petley 2013) can offer some 
answers. In this volume, a number of researchers and journalists 
describe how the development of technology, competition in the 
media business, and increased visibility in public life have led to a 
significant increase of risk for anybody to experience being publicly 
derided and scandalised, not least through social media, which exist 
in a kind of symbiosis with traditional media (more about this 
in Chapter 3). Questionable publications in digital forums where 
private individuals are portrayed as lunatics, predators, or simply 
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as disgusting creatures can, so to speak, seep into the coverage of 
traditional media and then be justified by means of so-called public 
interest, an expression that is given a multiplicity of meanings, 
sales figures not infrequently controlling the interpretation (Petley 
2013). The ‘naming and shaming’ part of the whole thing – that 
is, actions that are felt to be morally provocative are exposed in 
public life and embodied via a single, named individual – is easily 
recognised from media-scandal contexts. The social consequences are 
also well known by this time. For instance, Jacob Rowbottom writes 
in the above-mentioned book that ‘successful’ naming-and-shaming 
processes can lead to feelings of shame, isolation, and exclusion for 
an affected individual, as well as to a real loss of status that may 
last for a long time (Rowbottom 2013:1).

This research in combination with other studies indicates, as was 
mentioned earlier, that scandals are rather frequent in today’s Western 
society (Allern et al. 2012, Thompson 2008). Besides, this frequency 
has increased. Both the visibility and the loneliness, as well as the 
direct – sometimes offensive, sometimes loving – actions to which 
the informants were exposed, can be interpreted in the light of what 
John B. Thompson (2005) has described as a new form of visibility 
in our time. It includes us all, he emphasises; but in his account he 
concentrates on the visibility of today’s politicians in public life via 
the media and in particular TV, which has, he claims, created a 
particular form of vulnerability. The media not only offer opportuni-
ties for exposure, where political leaders can be applauded and 
supported, but also a number of opportunities for attacks and 
condemnation. In the paradigm of the new visibility, missteps that 
previously remained hidden, or were judged to be insignificant, can 
have fateful consequences. This mass visibility is characteristic of 
our time, argues Thompson. Differing from the visibility of earlier 
historical periods, it has, as a consequence, contributed to a form 
of intimisation of our leaders; we can see their features, study their 
physical imperfections in close-ups, hear their laughter, and note 
the nuances of their facial expressions.

Hence the visibility created by the media can become the source of 
a new and distinctive kind of fragility. However much political leaders 
may seek to manage their visibility, they cannot completely control 
it. Mediated visibility can slip out of their grasp and can, on occasion, 
work against them. (Thompson 2005:42)

Media and communication researcher John Corner (2000) emphasises 
these circumstances in a fine analysis of politicians’ ways of acting 
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in public life today. His description of how they manipulate their 
personas directs one’s thoughts to a kind of martial-arts-influenced 
dance where they duck and step forward, attack and caress, in 
turns. In general, there is an awareness among politicians of the 
exposure gains that are to be had by a person who ventures to step 
out of the official, professional role and be personal, not to say 
private, in interviews; at the same time, they are fully aware of the 
risks that such behaviour involves, where scandals and the encapsula-
tion effect that they entail loom just around the corner (Corner 
2000, Corner & Pels 2003; see also Kroon Lundell 2010).

How things change

In the above sections, we have seen how the home is both a place 
where media scandals take shape in a direct physical sense and a 
refuge from these very scandals – two things that are difficult to 
reconcile. Anthropologists and ethnologists have written substantially 
about the importance of the home to human beings and their everyday 
existence. They have investigated how the security that is connected 
with a home is generated and how that distinguishes the home from 
places in general. This happens, among other ways, through the 
practice of a multitude of habits and routines that take place there, 
in coexistence between people and things (see Miller 2011a). The 
late modern idea that everything is in a flow of creation should 
be complemented by the insight that most things happen many 
times over, according to an all but rhythmical repetition (Schutz 
1973:99–242). The continuity of repetition in everyday life creates 
a link between a then and a now, a link which also extends towards 
that which we know nothing about, namely the future, leading, on 
some level, to our already being there.

Becoming the subject of a media scandal means an abrupt end 
to habits and routines and hence also to the unreflecting security 
that is engendered through the thousands of repetitive, everyday 
activities through which we continually create and re-create our 
lives, not least in our homes. The informants testified to a state of 
emergency that lasted for a surprisingly long time, a state which 
was at first characterised by chaos and confusion but which eventually, 
for some, led to a form of passivity. The home then became a castle 
where one could hide and lick one’s wounds; but it could also be 
transformed into a prison under constant surveillance, a place where 
one felt watched and insecure but which one still could not – or 
did not dare to – leave. A paradoxical situation arose where people 
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took refuge in their homes while feeling exposed there, an experience 
that continued even after the cameras were extinguished.

The introduction of Martin Heidegger’s concept of ‘thrownness 
into the world’ into this line of reasoning makes it possible to trace 
a transitioning from being able to behave as an acting subject, 
expressed in the present-participle form ‘throwing’, to a more reactive 
and passive state, the past-participle form ‘thrown’. In the latter 
form, a person is thrown into the world through no fault of their 
own; she or he is an object. This has to do with so-called limit-
situations occasioned by conflict, suffering, and guilt, ‘life-defining 
moments’ where people meet ‘the unspeakable, the limits of our 
understanding. What lies in the shadows, beyond our immediate 
comprehension and control’ (Lagerkvist 2017:102). At that moment, 
a person is thrown out of what Schutz calls ‘the social, natural 
attitude’ (Schutz 1973:59), i.e., ordinary behaviour in the everyday 
lifeworld. While in that lifeworld, we are continually directed towards 
the future, a directedness that rests on the idea of an ‘and so on’ 
and ‘I can always do it again’ (Schutz 1973:35, 55). Suddenly, it 
becomes very difficult to lead a life orientated towards the future; 
it is hard to live ‘normally’, to act as one used to act, to plan as 
one used to plan. In the words of programme presenter Anders 
Pihlblad: ‘It’s completely impossible to have a normal life. Nothing 
felt normal in any way.’ Peter Karlsson expresses this in a similar 
manner: ‘Nothing becomes normal after having experienced this, 
it just doesn’t.’

In this situation, everyday things – such as the daily newspaper, 
the calendar, the computer, and the mobile phone – may acquire 
radically new meanings, and they are no longer there to be interacted 
with in the way they used to be. They are no longer zuhanden, to 
borrow yet another concept from Heidegger; that is, they are no 
longer a reachable or usable tool (see Frykman 2012:99–103, 
Frykman & Povrzanović Frykman 2016:20ff). A person who has 
a calendar easily fills it with events and even, one might say, with 
encounters. Many of the interviewees, most of them high achievers, 
were skilled at precisely this. But now the calendar became unusable, 
a dead thing, a reminder of the sudden inhibition of everyday life, 
just like the mobile phone – this invaluable technical device for 
people with many meetings booked into their calendars – whose 
incessant signals now produced stress, even terror, and which was 
therefore switched off, alternatively transformed into a food-and-sleep 
clock. After the acute phase, the phone once more became tangible, 
but now because of its silence. Alluding to anthropologist Daniel 
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Miller (2008), we might speak of ‘the discomfort of things’, referring 
to that re-charging of objects which transforms them from ‘ready-
to-hand’ creators of security and meaning to things one would 
rather forget, hide, and avoid.10 Sartre argues that during a state 
of emotional turbulence, highly valued things can lose their inherent 
meanings and their natural places in everyday life. From having 
been charged with meaning, they become emotionally reset to zero 
(Sartre 2002:86f). Their owner’s relationship to them seems to die 
in some way, or rather, in this particular case, to become charged 
with new meanings (Heidegger 1974:115).

Håkan Juholt described this re-charging in relation to the mobile 
phone in a thought-provoking manner. During his short and turbulent 
time as party leader for the Social Democrats, the phone became 
‘like a machine for solving very difficult tasks’ which was busy 
round the clock. When the negative media scrutiny started around 
his person after a few months as party chair, things became, if 
possible, even worse. The tempo increased, and he was expected 
to answer new questions every minute, day and night. As soon as 
he hung up, the phone rang again. One section from the interview 
may be quoted by way of illustration:

I:  It almost sounds as though technology kidnapped you for a 
while there?

HJ:  Yes, completely, totally, raped me. It was brutal … .
I:  There were also expectations … you couldn’t switch off the 

telephone?
HJ:  No. It was around the clock. All the time, round the clock. 

And the telephone very rarely meant something positive for 
me, very rarely.

I:  So it was charged with …
HJ:  The phone was charged with negative energy. Out of a hundred 

activities, ninety-nine were problems or misery. It was very, 
very rare for me to use the telephone for something that was 
fun or enjoyable.

I:  But you can do it now?
HJ:  Absolutely, so now I’m in the process of forgiving the telephone 

and taking it back. But I only talk on the phone once a week 
at most. (M27102)

From having been speaking on the phone more or less constantly, 
Juholt today uses the phone at most once a week, usually not even 
that. ‘I don’t answer and I don’t call anyone’, he asserted. He does 

10 The title of Miller’s book is in fact The Comfort of Things (2008).
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not even answer when family members call, but sends them a text 
message instead – a way of regaining control of technology. He 
described this as being a matter of preferring to see the people who 
are important to him, rather than talk to them through a device. 
A strong aversion to the mobile phone, which was previously allowed 
to take up so much of his time, became apparent in our conversation. 
Ingmar Ohlsson on his part recalled the new, unfamiliar fear of the 
daily newspaper that faithfully landed on his hall mat every morning:

You try to shut yourself away from the world, but it goes so far that 
you don’t even want go and get the morning newspapers inside the 
door in the morning because you know – what are they writing about 
you this time? It’s such an incredible violation. It’s damaging to one’s 
self-esteem in general to be demonised in this way.

Other people drew up strategies so that they did not have to acquaint 
themselves with the things that were written about them, which 
may be hard enough when so many daily activities are tied to 
presence on the Internet. It takes a great measure of self-discipline 
not to click onwards, or in the words of Anders Pihlblad: ‘One has 
to get away, one has to stop Googling one’s name all the time.’ 
Those who still had their partners during the scandal often had 
their help with the refraining and sifting procedures – not looking, 
not reading – a circumstance that indicates the loneliness which 
others had to endure.

Concluding comment

On the basis of the analysis of the emotions of people affected by 
scandals – the way they are expressed in the interviews – it is possible 
to establish that media scandals are by no means things that happen 
in the media only, an intra-journalistic phenomenon, but that they 
to a very great extent include interpersonal communication. The 
interviews do not only afford access to the inner, experienced dimen-
sion of the scandal; we also catch sight of the reactions of the 
audience – as experienced by the main figure – and how these 
interact with one another. People who read or hear about the scandal 
act in the social space on the basis of their impressions of the 
reporting. This may have to do with anything from raising their 
eyebrows, or talking about the event at home, to ignoring, staring 
at, or trying to make contact with the person who is being written 
about. In exceptional cases, there may be more aggressive, physical 
expressions, in the form of violence and threatening letters. The 
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person who is at the centre of the scandal is, in his or her turn, 
compelled to respond to these implicit and explicit actions, as several 
examples have demonstrated.

The analysis shows how visibility and vulnerability through mass 
communication interact with the kind of communication that takes 
place in physical meetings among people. These communication 
paths do not exist independently of one another; rather, they are 
messily intertwined. Both people in the immediate vicinity of the 
informants and persons at a greater distance from them reacted 
and acted on the basis of the mediated image. In this way, visibility 
became a factor whose presence was felt in everyday life. This both 
obvious and exciting interaction among different forms of com-
munication is of little interest to John B. Thompson, who, in 
accordance with sociological tradition, is content to use a macro 
analysis from a distance, where the people around whom everything 
revolves are relegated to the wings. My critique of his and other 
researchers’ way of seeing the public scandal as a media phenomenon 
that takes place on its own, through traditional and digital mass 
media, is explained in greater detail in the ensuing chapters, among 
other things through a historical example.
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