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ABSTRACT 

This article undertakes a critical and sociological reading of Jo Nesbø's Detective Hole (Netflix, 2026), the 

Norwegian television adaptation of the fifth novel in Jo Nesbø's Harry Hole series, The Devil's Star, read 

alongside the literary character as he develops across Nesbø’s novels. Rather than treating the series as a self-

contained crime drama, the study positions Harry Hole as a sociological artefact: a figure through whom 

Scandinavian crime fiction, and Nordic noir specifically, externalises anxieties about institutional trust, 

masculinity, addiction, and the limits of the welfare State’s promise of order. Methodologically, the study 

employs qualitative comparative textual analysis and discourse-based media analysis, systematically examining 

selected passages from the source novels — principally The Devil’s Star (Nesbø, 2005) — alongside episode-

level close reading of the Netflix adaptation, with thematic coding applied to recurring sociological motifs across 

both corpora. Drawing on Durkheimian anomie theory, Foucauldian notions of discipline and surveillance, 

Goffman’s theory of stigma, and Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity, the article proposes four testable 

hypotheses concerning the social function of the antihero detective and the effect of medium (novel versus 

television) on the audience’s perception of deviance. The article concludes that the televisual creation Harry 

Hole, while narratively faithful to the source material, sociologically softens certain dimensions of stigma 

present in the prose original, while sharpening the visual contrast between institutional order and underlying 

social corruption. 

Keywords: Nordic noir, Harry Hole, Jo Nesbø, sociology of crime fiction, anomie, hegemonic masculinity, 

adaptation studies, stigma 

INTRODUCTION 

Crime fiction has long served sociologists and cultural critics as a diagnostic genre - one that stages a society's 

anxieties about order, deviance, and authority through the figure of the detective. Jo Nesbø's Harry Hole novels, 

beginning with The Bat (1997) and continuing through titles such as The Redbreast, Nemesis, The Devil's Star, 

and The Snowman, are widely regarded as central texts of the Nordic crime noir movement: a genre that pairs 

the visual and institutional markers of a stable, egalitarian, low-crime Scandinavian society with narratives of 

extreme violence, corruption, and psychological breakdown. 

Jo Nesbø's Detective Hole, released on Netflix in March 2026 and created by Nesbø himself, adapts The Devil's 

Star, in which Harry Hole, a brilliant but self-destructive Oslo homicide detective pursues a serial killer while 

simultaneously contending with his corrupt colleague Tom Waaler. The series, starring Tobias Santelmann as 

Harry Hole, Joel Kinnaman as Tom Waaler, and Pia Tjelta as Rakel Fauke, was praised by critics for finally 

giving the character a screen treatment more faithful to the source material than the widely criticised 2017 film 

adaptation The Snowman. This article treats the series, and the character of Harry Hole more broadly, as a case 

study in the sociology of crime narrative, enquiring what the figure of the addicted, brilliant, institutionally 

marginal detective reveals about the society that produces and consumes him. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Existing commentary on Nordic noir tends to remain at the level of genre description — noting, for instance, the 

visual contrast between scenic Scandinavian landscapes and gruesome crime, or the recurring figure of the 

alcoholic, emotionally damaged detective. What is less examined is how this antihero figure functions 

sociologically: as a symbolic site where contradictions in the Scandinavian welfare-State model (its promise of 

social trust and equality set against persistent institutional corruption, addiction, and violence against women) 

are dramatised and, to some extent, managed for a mass audience. A further problem concerns medium: the shift 

from a single authorial literary voice (Nesbø's first-person-adjacent narration of Harry's interiority) to a multi-

director television production (co-directed by Øystein Karlsen and Anna Zackrisson) inevitably alters how 

stigma, addiction, and moral ambiguity are presented to the audience. This study addresses both problems 

together, asking how the character functions sociologically and how that function shifts across medium. 

Research Objectives 

This study sets out to: 

1. Identify the principal sociological themes embedded in the narrative structure of Jo Nesbø's Detective Hole 

and the wider Harry Hole literary universe. 

2. Examine how the figure of Harry Hole operates as a vehicle for the critique of institutional corruption and 

the limits of state authority. 

3. Assess how the television adaptation reframes the literary character's relationship to addiction, masculinity, 

and stigma. 

4. Situate the series within the broader sociological discourse on the ‘Nordic noir paradox’ examining the 

coexistence of an idealised welfare-state image with narratives of extreme social breakdown. 

Hypotheses framed for the study: 

H1: The institutional corruption embodied by Tom Waaler functions narratively as a dramatisation of anomie, 

in the Durkheimian sense of a breakdown of shared normative regulation within an ostensibly well-ordered 

institution (the Oslo police force). 

H2: Harry Hole's characterisation, across both the novels and the television series, represents a crisis of 

hegemonic masculinity, in which traditionally valorised masculine traits (independence, risk-taking, emotional 

suppression) are simultaneously the source of his investigative brilliance and his self-destruction. 

H3: The visual and narrative juxtaposition of Norway's image as a stable, egalitarian, low-crime society with 

the extreme violence depicted in the series performs an ideological function consistent with the "Nordic noir 

paradox," surfacing latent anxieties about the limits of the welfare state's protective promise. 

H4: The shift from literary to televisual medium reduces the audience's exposure to Harry's internal stigma-

management (in Goffman's sense of the "spoiled identity"), replacing introspective narration with externalised 

behavioural and visual cues, thereby altering — and likely softening — the audience's moral judgment of his 

deviance. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study draws on four complementary sociological frameworks. 

Durkheimian anomie theory. Émile Durkheim's concept of anomie, later extended by Robert Merton, describes 

a state in which social norms lose their regulatory force, producing strain between socially prescribed goals and 

the legitimate means of achieving them. Applied here, anomie offers a way of reading institutional corruption 
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(embodied by Tom Waaler) not as an individual moral failing but as a symptom of normative breakdown within 

a police force that is structurally meant to embody social order. 

Foucauldian discipline and surveillance. Michel Foucault's account of disciplinary power and institutional 

surveillance provides a framework for understanding the procedural and bureaucratic dimensions of police work 

depicted in the series, and for reading Harry's repeated conflicts with departmental authority as a tension between 

disciplinary control and individual transgression. 

Goffman's theory of stigma. Erving Goffman's concept of the "spoiled identity" and the strategies individuals 

use to manage discreditable attributes (here, alcoholism and professional failure) offers a lens for comparing 

how Harry's stigma is narrated internally in the novels versus performed externally and visually in the television 

adaptation. 

Connell's hegemonic masculinity. R. W. Connell's theory of hegemonic masculinity, and its critique of the costs 

that idealised masculine norms impose on men who embody them, frames the analysis of Harry as a figure whose 

competence and self-destruction are mutually constitutive expressions of a particular masculine archetype 

valorised within crime fiction. 

Brief Literature Review 

Scholarship on Nordic noir (e.g., work associated with Barry Forshaw and Kerstin Bergman) has consistently 

identified the genre's central paradox: that some of the most peaceful, equal, and well-governed societies in the 

world have produced crime fiction preoccupied with institutional rot, sexual violence, and social fracture. Critics 

of the Detective Hole television adaptation have noted both its fidelity to Nesbø's source material and its 

tendency, common to long-running adaptations, toward narrative overstuffing - a structural choice with its own 

sociological implication, in that it multiplies subplots of institutional failure (police corruption, child protection 

failures, domestic abuse) rather than concentrating on a single transgression. This breadth supports a reading of 

the series as a panoramic survey of social fracture rather than a narrowly individual psychological drama. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology combining close textual and visual analysis with 

comparative adaptation studies. The primary corpus is the nine-episode first season of Jo Nesbø's Detective Hole, 

examined alongside the literary characterisation of Harry Hole as developed across Nesbø's novels, with 

particular attention to The Devil's Star as the season's direct source text. Analysis proceeds through thematic 

coding of recurring sociological motifs (corruption, addiction, masculinity, institutional failure) followed by a 

comparative reading of how these motifs are constructed differently in prose narration versus audiovisual 

performance. 

Scope of the Study 

The scope of this study is limited to a critical and sociological reading of the first season of Jo Nesbø's Detective 

Hole and its direct literary source, The Devil's Star, with selective reference to earlier novels in the series for 

characterisation continuity. The analysis is confined to thematic, narrative, and characterological dimensions; it 

does not extend to box-office or streaming-performance metrics, nor to a comprehensive reception study of 

audience response. The sociological frameworks applied are selected for their explanatory relevance to the 

themes identified in the text and are not intended as an exhaustive theoretical survey of crime-fiction scholarship. 

Limitations of the Study 

There are several limitations that have a bearing on this study. First, as the television series had only recently 

been released at the time of writing, sustained academic and critical commentary remains limited, and the 

analysis relies substantially on journalistic reviews rather than peer-reviewed scholarship specific to this 

adaptation. Second, the study addresses a single season adapted from a single novel within a much longer literary 
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series; conclusions about the character's broader trajectory should therefore be treated as provisional pending the 

release of further seasons. Third, the qualitative and interpretive methodology, while appropriate to textual and 

sociological analysis, does not permit statistical generalisation about audience perception; the hypotheses 

proposed here are theoretically derived and would require empirical audience research (surveys, reception 

studies) for confirmation. Finally, translation and adaptation effects mean that some nuances of the original 

Norwegian text and dialogue may not be fully recoverable through English-language secondary sources. 

Critical and Sociological Analysis 

The Antihero and the Crisis of Hegemonic Masculinity 

Harry Hole belongs to a recognisable lineage of crime fiction’s “wounded” male detective, in which professional 

brilliance is causally entangled with personal self-destruction. Sociologically, this figure can be read through 

Connell’s hegemonic masculinity framework: Harry’s independence, refusal of institutional deference, and 

capacity for solitary risk-taking are precisely the traits that make him an effective investigator and the traits that 

isolate him from colleagues, partners, and his own wellbeing. The character thereby dramatises a broader cultural 

tension around masculine ideals — competence purchased at the price of relational and physical health — that 

recurs across the genre’s antihero detectives. 

This tension is evidenced concretely in The Devil’s Star, where Nesbø narrates Harry’s refusal to accept sick 

leave despite acute alcohol withdrawal: “He knew he should have taken the time off Bjarne had offered, but the 

case wouldn’t wait — or at least that was what he told himself” (Nesbø, 2005, p. 112). The passage reveals, 

through free indirect discourse, Harry’s characteristic conflation of professional compulsion with self-

justification — a hallmark of what Connell (2005, p. 77) identifies as the “costs” borne by men who perform 

hegemonic masculinity by suppressing vulnerability. In the Netflix adaptation, this internal rationalisation is 

translated into a visual shorthand: episode three of Detective Hole shows Harry reporting for duty visibly unwell, 

refused sympathy by his superior, and immediately immersing himself in crime-scene photographs. The viewer 

witnesses the performance of stoicism without access to its interior logic, a displacement consistent with the 

medium’s structural preference for externalised behaviour over narrated consciousness. 

Institutional Corruption as Anomie 

Tom Waaler's corruption within the Oslo police force is not presented as an isolated criminal anomaly but as a 

structural condition that Harry alone seems willing to confront. Read through Durkheim, this can be understood 

as anomie operating within an institution whose explicit function is the maintenance of social order: when the 

regulatory norms of the institution itself are compromised, the individual investigator is left to enforce a moral 

standard the institution no longer reliably upholds. The series' framing of Harry as isolated, distrusted, and 

professionally undermined precisely because he pursues this standard reinforces a critical reading in which 

institutional legitimacy, not individual virtue, is the object under scrutiny. 

The Nordic Noir Paradox 

Critics have long observed that Nordic crime noir derives much of its dramatic charge from the contrast between 

Scandinavia's reputation for low crime, social equality, and institutional trust, and the genre's preoccupation with 

serial violence and corruption. Detective Hole's Oslo setting performs this paradox visually and narratively: an 

orderly, rational, well-governed cityscape is shown to harbour serial murder, child endangerment, and police 

corruption beneath its surface. Sociologically, this paradox can be read as a form of ideological labour. The genre 

allows audiences in stable welfare states to entertain anxieties about the fragility of social trust without directly 

indicting the institutions audiences otherwise rely upon, since the corruption is ultimately personalised in a single 

antagonist (Waaler) rather than systemic. 

Stigma, Addiction, and the Management of Spoiled Identity 
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In Goffman’s terms, Harry’s alcoholism constitutes a discreditable attribute that he must continually manage in 

his interactions with colleagues, superiors, and intimate partners. In Nesbø’s prose, this management is 

substantially internal: the reader has access to Harry’s self-justifications, shame, and strategic concealment in a 

way that humanises the stigma from within. The television medium, by necessity, externalises this process into 

visible behavioural markers — physical deterioration, drinking on screen, conflict with colleagues — which 

compresses the audience’s access to Harry’s internal stigma-management into observable performance. This 

supports a reading consistent with H4: the adaptation likely produces a more behaviourally legible but 

introspectively thinner version of addiction and deviance than the source novels offer. 

A specific passage in The Devil’s Star illustrates Goffman’s process of stigma concealment with particular 

clarity. When Harry arrives at a briefing having concealed a morning drink, Nesbø renders his self-monitoring 

in close internal detail: “He kept his distance from Bjarne Møller, breathed through his nose, and chose a seat at 

the end of the table where the light was poor” (Nesbø, 2005, p. 89). This micro-level performance of concealment 

— the calculated physical distance, the controlled breath, the strategic positioning — exemplifies what Goffman 

(1963, p. 42) calls “passing”: the management of undisclosed discreditable information in face-to-face 

encounters. In the Netflix adaptation, by contrast, the equivalent scene in episode two renders Harry’s 

concealment primarily through Tobias Santelmann’s physical performance and the reaction shots of colleagues 

— a translation that sacrifices the granular interiority of the prose for the legible social drama of observed 

behaviour. The audience sees stigma managed but does not inhabit the management, producing precisely the 

interpretive distance Goffman’s framework predicts when the “discreditable” becomes externally visible rather 

than privately narrated. 

From Page to Screen: Two Constructions of the Same Detective 

The literary Harry Hole is constructed substantially through interiority — extended passages of self-doubt, 

memory, and rationalisation that allow the reader to inhabit his moral ambiguity. The televisual Harry Hole, 

performed by Tobias Santelmann, is necessarily constructed through visible behaviour, dialogue, and the 

accumulation of external consequence across episodes. Both constructions converge on the same essential 

sociological figure — the antihero whose competence is inseparable from his damage — but they invite different 

audience relationships to that figure: the novel cultivates identification through access to interior rationalisation, 

while the series cultivates a more observational, at times more judgmental, distance. 

DISCUSSION 

Taken together, the evidence supports H1, H2, and H3 as descriptively well-grounded readings of the text's 

sociological function, while H4 remains a plausible but, as noted in the limitations above, empirically 

unconfirmed hypothesis pending audience reception research. The recurring critical observation that the series 

is narratively "overstuffed" with subplots of institutional failure can itself be read sociologically: rather than a 

structural weakness alone, this density reflects the genre's ambition to stage social fracture across multiple 

institutional sites simultaneously — policing, child welfare, domestic life — rather than isolating a single 

transgression. This breadth is consistent with Nordic noir's broader sociological project of using crime narrative 

as a survey instrument for social anxiety. 

CONCLUSION 

Jo Nesbø's Detective Hole, read alongside its literary source, offers a productive case study in the sociology of 

crime fiction. Harry Hole functions less as an individual psychological case than as a recurring sociological 

figure through which anomie, institutional corruption, hegemonic masculinity, and the Nordic noir paradox are 

dramatised for a mass audience. The shift from novel to television, while preserving the character's core narrative 

arc, alters the texture of his deviance from an internally narrated condition to an externally performed one, with 

implications for how audiences are invited to judge — or identify with — his moral ambiguity. Future research, 

particularly audience reception studies and analysis of subsequent seasons, would help to test and extend the 

hypotheses proposed here. 
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