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ABSTRACT

In this article, I offer the notion of “skeptimentality” as a framework for thinking about the strikingly 

transmuted character of the noble moral sentiments (sympathy, empathy, benevolence, compassion, 

care, and pity) in the privilege-sensitive public culture of contemporary Scandinavia. Skeptimentality 

is my term for the sense that there is something morally embarrassing about the moral sentiments. I 

bring into play insights from feminist studies of sentimental sympathy as mediating factor in gender, 

race, and class-relations in order to highlight the extent to which skeptimentality differs from senti-

mentality and the aesthetic of sympathy we associate with it. The latter part of the essay develops 

further the notion of skeptimentality through an analysis of Swedish director Ruben Östlund’s 

award-winning feature film The Square (2017). As an aesthetic mode, skeptimentality has its own 

tropes, which often take an explicitly critical position on sentimental ones; it is, I submit, an aesthetic 

not of sympathy, but of complicity.

KEYWORDS

Privilege, Sentimentality, Moral Sentiments, Östlund, The Square

SKEPTIMENTALITY: 
THE SQUARE AND THE AESTHETICS OF COMPLICITY

Devika Sharma



11 Skeptimentality: The Square and the Aesthetics of Complicity

To experience one’s global privilege as a problem typically hinges 
on a perception of distributive injustice and forms of transnational 
power asymmetries. In Scandinavian public discourse, this percep-
tion only rarely surfaces as explicitly political matters of concern; 
it emerges, rather, as so many variants of the same fundamental 
question: “Is this okay?” Is it okay, for instance, to go on holiday to 
Greece in the middle of a refugee crisis? Is it better to go to Germany 
instead? Is it okay to buy fair trade products? Is it okay, or is it hyp-
ocritical, to support a humanitarian organization with 100 
Norwegian kroner a month? Is it okay to hire a Romanian cleaning 
help? Is my compassion for poor populations elsewhere okay, or is 
it a sign of my sense of superiority? Is it okay to donate your old 
clothes, or are you then just using the global South as the “garbage 
bin for the bad conscience of the rich countries,” as suggested by the 
Ghanian beach monitor Joe Ayesu?1 Is it even okay to ask questions 
like these, or is it, rather, indulgent navel-gazing? 

Diffuse, distracted, or disavowed, a sense of benefitting from 
profound global inequality is key to what I call “the predicament of 
privilege.”2 As I have argued elsewhere, considering one’s privilege 
to be a problem thus implies intuiting an exploitative global infra-
structure with complex histories and lasting effects. We may use 
various labels for this historically sedimented infrastructure: capi-
talism, imperialism, racism, neocolonial violence, the capitalocene, 
neoliberal hegemony, white supremacy, or simply “the global mald-
istribution of symbolic and material resources.”3 In Scandinavian 
public culture, however, this historical-political infrastructure 
figures not so much as a clearly demarcated political regime, but, 
rather, as a conglomerate of diffuse and unfinished histories of 
injustice. While a sensibility of privilege is certainly not confined 
to the Scandinavian region alone, it has gained relevance in twen-
ty-first-century Scandinavian societies where the postwar Nordic 
model of the welfare state has fostered a popular egalitarian imag-
inary according to which socio-economic privilege is not perfectly 
okay.

In this essay, I will be describing a structure of feeling and an aes-
thetic mode central to the Scandinavian sensibility of privilege.4 The 
predicament of privilege is always an emotional predicament too, 
entailing anxious reflection on, or dispute about, the value of the 
noble, moral sentiments—what the philosopher Robert C. Solomon 
refers to as “the family of fine sentiment”: sympathy, empathy, 
benevolence, compassion, care, and pity.5 In contemporary 
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Scandinavian societies, I suggest, mistrust of these virtuous senti-
ments has become an emotional habit: they are typically perceived 
and represented as morally embarrassing. This does not mean that 
all Scandinavians will exhibit identical emotional patterns. Nor does 
it mean that all Scandinavians are, or see themselves as being, 
weighed down with privileges. It does mean, however, that moral 
sentiments are susceptible to change sign and become indicative of 
something immoral in the feeling subject, be this subject an individ-
ual or a collective. The sensibility of privilege I am identifying is a 
register of how we relate to global inequality and to our own place 
and part in this unequal world. Central to this sensibility is a struc-
ture of feeling in which conventionally good feelings might turn ugly 
while, conversely, conventionally ugly feelings can turn out to be 
useful and legitimate.6 

Let us consider an example of the former. In the Danish author 
Kirsten Hamman’s novel En dråbe i havet (A Drop in the Ocean, 
2008) the portrait of the female protagonist is a depiction also of the 
predicament of privilege as an emotional predicament.7 The novel 
is about an author, Mette Mæt (Mette Satiated), who wants to change 
the world by writing a touching novel on the topic of the global 
South. Media images of emaciated children make Mette angry: 

“Enough is damn well enough! Just redistribute the world’s wealth so 
everyone can have a share!”, and she regularly asks herself and her 
world: “Why, exactly, should people fortunate to be born on the rich 
soil be allowed to stay living there?”8 But alongside this desire to 
cast off her privileges, Mette is quick to ridicule her own moral 
indignation and the actions into which it leads her. So when she 
makes a personal attempt to create a drop of equality in the world 
by moving an Ethiopian family into her apartment in Copenhagen, 
while she and her daughter sleep on an Indian garbage dump, the 
third-person narrator voicing Mette’s self-critical evaluation can but 
conclude: “She knows it’s ridiculous and just an attempt to buy abso-
lution, but, even so, it was important for her to prove to herself that 
she would match words with deeds.”9 This, then, is a central element 
in the sensibility of privilege: something seems morally important 
while simultaneously appearing morally embarrassing and ridicu-
lous. 

I use the term “skeptimentality” to identify this structure of ambiv-
alent feeling and its attendant aesthetics.10 Skeptimentality differs 
from sentimentality, often described as an aesthetic mode and struc-
ture of feeling in which a positive “basic feeling” gives rise to a 
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positive meta-response that says, for example: “It’s so life-affirm-
ing that I feel empathy with people who are less fortunate than me.”11 
This twofold charitable response is one reason for the frequently 
negative assessment of sentimentality as emotional and aesthetic 
mode: We commonly interpret sentimental emotional response as 
self-satisfied, because in the sentimental mode charity seems to be, 
in part, self-charity. In his book In Defense of Sentimentality, 
Solomon (2004) refers to the writer Milan Kundera as representative 
of the prevalent negative evaluations of sentimental constellations 
of feeling and their aesthetic. In Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness 
of Being (1984), sentimentality is designated “kitsch.” Sentimentality 
and kitsch are both aesthetic-affective registers indicating nostalgia, 
cheap conventionality, melodrama, and links between bad art and 
bad morality. As Solomon points out, to Kundera “kitsch” is a term 
for the aesthetic and emotional profile of a totalitarian politics; yet 
even without this explicitly political element, the novel’s description 
of the logic of kitsch is valid as an example of the general under-
standing of the sentimental logic of moral sentiments I wish to 
feature here: “Kitsch,” the narrator explains, “causes two tears to 
flow in quick succession. The first tear says: How nice to see 
children running on the grass! The second tear says: How nice to be 
moved, together with all mankind, by children running on the grass! 
It is the second tear that makes kitsch kitsch.”12 If we substitute “sen-
timentality” for “kitsch,” we could say that it is the self-perpetuat-
ing, reflexive moment that makes the sentimental mode sentimental. 

In the case of the skeptimental mode, the moral sentiments are fun-
damentally ambivalent inasmuch as in this mode a “positive” feeling 
of benevolence generally incites a “negative” meta-response. In sce-
narios and experiences characterized by skeptimentality, the reflex-
ive moment in the experience of a touching object does not manifest 
itself as a warming tear but rather as a frisson of suspiciousness. 
This frisson is perhaps asking: “Why do I fall for this object’s cheap 
convention?” Or: “Why am I moved by my own impulse to goodness?” 
Or, more hesitantly: “I’m not sure I like the implications of this 
object in front of me, but I nonetheless feel moved by it.” Unlike the 

“positive” meta-response we associate with the sentimental mode, in 
skeptimentality the reflexive meta-response is basically saying: 

“Actually, it’s morally embarrassing that I [you, they] feel morally 
good.” In this manner, the skeptimental is a critical mutation in the 
sentimental logic of moral sentiments and their aesthetics. 

Skeptimentality: The Square and the Aesthetics of Complicity
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Sianne Ngai’s study of “ugly feelings” (2005) and their non-cathar-
tic aesthetic is instructive for the further pinning-down of the skep-
timental structure of feeling I am describing. Examining the cultural 
work done by negative emotions, Ngai tracks a range of petty, 
morally tainted feelings such as envy, irritation, and anxiety, which, 
she shows, register situations of suspended agency. The “morally 
degraded and seemingly unjustifiable status” of these ugly feelings, 
Ngai argues, “tends to produce an unpleasurable feeling about the 
feeling (a reflexive response taking the form of ‘I feel ashamed 
about feeling envious’ or ‘I feel anxious about my enviousness’).”13 
The skeptimental structure of feeling that I am identifying shares 
such uglifying meta-responses with the negative feelings in Ngai’s 
inventory. Yet, the “negative” aspect of skeptimentality is a response 
to a “positive” feeling, rather than an “ugly” one, as is the case with 
Ngai’s repertoire. So, while Ngai considers the noble moral feelings 
to be in fact ennobling and potentially beatific (she contrasts the ugly 
feelings with the moral feelings and their sentimental aesthetic of 
sympathy), I focus instead on the ugly mutations, caused by the pre-
dicament of privilege, in the virtuous sentiments. Hence, the skep-
timental mutation in the sentimental politics of moral sentiments 
gives rise to reflexive responses taking the form of: “I feel embar-
rassed about my compassion.” 

Thus, it is important to note that the negative meta-response pivotal 
to skeptimentality is a function of the subject’s embodied awareness 
of being somehow positively involved in the affecting object in front 
of her. The negative evaluation does not cancel the positive attach-
ment. Rather, in the skeptimental mode, the moral feelings move 
restlessly between something the subject experiences as morally 
proper and something she experiences as morally improper.14 This 
profound uncertainty also concerns exactly what it is the subject is 
so hesitantly passing judgment on: Is it the touching object itself (a 
humanitarian appeal, for instance) or the subject’s own moved 
response to it? It is also important to note that this predisposition 
for critically evaluating something that, on the face of it, seems 
morally good is not a disposition reserved for intellectuals or aca-
demics. Paul Gilroy, arguing for the need for sympathy and compas-
sion at a historical moment where Europe is haunted by new forms 
of racism and fascism, suggests that the current “hostility to 
sympathy” among “radicals and what is left of the Left” is a trend 
that “seems to be particularly evident among academics.”15 Looking 
to the Scandinavian publics, however, it is evident that the distrust 
of moral sentiments and their cultural forms—what I call 
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skeptimentality—is not predominantly a radical leftist or academic 
phenomenon. On the contrary, skeptimentality is utterly ordinary. 
The impression that the moral sentiments are complicit in a system 
of domination, whatever we think of as the system, is a common-
place across the political spectrum. 

In other words, as in the case of the sentimental, there is something 
distinctly communal and commonplace about skeptimental scenar-
ios, even though skeptimentality is, of course, not a term we use. Yet, 
identifying a collective sensibility, as I do, is not to postulate that 
everyone feels the same in relation to global economic inequality 
and entitlement to privilege (they do not). Rather, it implies the iden-
tification of a recurrent pattern of articulations, including aesthetic 
ones, in the ongoing cultural interpretation of the issue of global 
privilege. As an aesthetic mode, the skeptimental has its own tropes, 
which often take an explicitly critical position on sentimental ones. 
Skeptimental aesthetic is, I argue, an aesthetic not of sympathy but 
of complicity.

Skeptimentality, then, is my term for the sense that there is some-
thing morally embarrassing about the moral sentiments and the sen-
timental aesthetic we associate with them. Exactly what is taken to 
be morally embarrassing about the moral feelings may vary signif-
icantly. Generally speaking, however, the immorality perceived by 
the feeling subject is linked to an impression of either guilt or shame, 
or a combination of the two. I can, for instance, evaluate my com-
passion for poor people in the global South as being morally embar-
rassing, because a part of me is also feeling guilty about the object 
of my compassion: that is, their poverty. Or I can evaluate my com-
passion for poor people as being morally embarrassing because part 
of me simultaneously regards compassion as a sign of self-righteous 
and syrupy humanism, and that part is consequently ashamed of my 
self-righteous and syrupy humanistic sensorium.16 And, finally, 
moral sentiments are regularly thought to be most embarrassing 
when expressed by others. In this manner, the skeptimental encom-
passes quite diverse ideological positions and political attitudes. 
The skeptimental structure of feeling could be said to display 
elements of the Nordic “Law of Jante” and Protestantism alike.17 I 
suggest, however, that skeptimentality is a better interpretative 
framework, because this concept links, as I use it, more directly to 
our contemporary concern about privilege and the aesthetic-cultural 
forms assumed by its predicament. 

Skeptimentality: The Square and the Aesthetics of Complicity
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Certainly, experiencing one’s structural privilege as a disturbing sign 
of injustice is not an experience reserved for Scandinavians. 
Importantly, I offer the term “skeptimentality” not to suggest that 
the sensibility named by it is uniquely Scandinavian, but to propose 
that the predicament of privilege takes on a remarkably urgent char-
acter in contemporary Scandinavian societies. Why is that so? 
Because, in short, Nordic self-understandings rely, very broadly 
speaking, on two central narratives in which privileges are inter-
preted in conflicting ways. Firstly, a discourse of benevolent inter-
nationalism according to which Nordic privileges are beneficial to 
the world and thus, in a sense, unproblematic.18 Secondly, the dis-
course of a Nordic welfare state model according to which socioec-
onomic privilege is in fact problematic.19 While in the latter half of 
the twentieth century, we seemed to witness a collaboration between 
the two frameworks for imagining Nordic privilege, in the twen-
ty-first century they clash more loudly.

In what follows, I suggest the notion of “skeptimental publics” as a 
framework for thinking about the transmuted character of the moral 
sentiments in Scandinavian public culture. I bring into play insights 
from the study of sentimental sympathy as a mediating factor in 
gender, race, and class-relations, a field of study thriving especially 
in the feminist Americanist tradition; this scholarship is particularly 
precise when it comes not only to the Romantic period and its liter-
ature of sensibility, but also to relating the legacies of this period to 
present day sentimental politics.20 In the latter part of the essay, I 
develop further the notion of skeptimentality through an analysis of 
the Swedish director Ruben Östlund’s award-winning feature film 
The Square (2017). This work is deeply concerned with skeptimen-
tal publics, and registers the diffuse distrust of humanitarian feelings 
distinguishing these publics. Who needs help and sympathy, really? 
What does an act of helping actually mean? Who can in truth provide 
help? Can “we” be helpers and not merely exploiters? Rather than 
as uncomplicated ethical imperatives, the film casts sympathy, 
benevolence, aid, and moral goodness as cultural problems. It also 
points up that what may seem to be privately uglified moral senti-
ments are, in fact, matters of mass public culture.

The wager of the larger study of privilege sensibility of which this 
article forms part is that to Nordic publics, humanitarianism is no 
longer a satisfying framework for imagining and contributing to a 
better world.21 To be sure, the resistance in Scandinavian publics to 
humanitarian reason is at times triggered by nationalism, security, 
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domestic class conflict, and joblessness, but humanitarian reason 
has come under pressure not solely from nationalism and its politics 
of security, but also, I submit, from the common sensation of being 
in fact not, or not merely, the humanitarian benefactors of “the 
global poor” but, rather, the beneficiaries of global structural ine-
quality. The now familiar suspicion of living at the expense of others 
is, I suggest, part of what today disturbs the fantasies of shared 
humanity, progress, charity, and the equal value of human lives that 
buttress humanitarian interpretations of the world and its future. In 
both critical humanitarianism studies and the study of sentimental 
culture it is generally assumed that the moral sentiments so decisive 
to humanitarianism and sentimentalism alike—the noble feelings of 
sympathy, care, and compassion for the plight of others—operate 
according to a sentimental logic. This is the case with landmark 
studies such as Didier Fassin’s Humanitarian Reason (2012), Miriam 
Ticktin’s Casualties of Care (2011) and Lynn Festa’s Sentimental 
Figures of Empire in Eighteenth-Century Britain and France (2006), 
but it is true also for more positive assessments of humanitarian sen-
sibility such as Lynn Hunt’s The Invention of Human Rights (2007) 
and Liisa Malkki’s The Need to Help (2015). By contrast, I argue that 
in privilege-sensitive publics such as the Nordics, moral sentiments 
operate instead according to a skeptimental logic and that privilege 
sensibility—as a felt, encountered, and countered imperative to 
consider the causes and effects of real and imagined global privi-
lege—is thus rendering the sentimental humanitarian culture of 
feeling if not obsolete, then increasingly untrustworthy to 
Scandinavian constituencies. 

SENTIMENTAL POLITICS

In sentimental cultural texts, moral philosophers and reform-
minded intellectuals have found a source for the moral improvement 
of people and the political change of societies owing to the sympathy 
and compassion that these texts produce in a reading public. Since 
the 1990s, however, scholars of sentimentalism have, in agreement 
with the literature on humanitarianism, focused on the asymmetri-
cal power relations that sentimental politics simultaneously presup-
poses and renders acceptable. The principal relation of 
sentimentalism is the one between “sympathizers” and “sufferers,” 
which is mediated by sentimental cultural texts and characterized 
by sympathizers identifying sympathetically with the sufferers in 
question.22 Sentimental identification, however, also permits the 
consolidation of differences. For instance, literary historian Lynn 
Festa’s history of the eighteenth-century origins of humanitarian 
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sensibility demonstrates how, in the colonial encounter, the trope of 
sentimental identification allowed metropolitan readers 

to carve out communal identities based on the distinction 
between the community of feeling subjects and shared, but 
excluded, sentimental objects: the poor, the wretched, the old, 
and the enslaved, who furnished a seemingly infinite supply of 
emotional fodder for the mode.23 

Lauren Berlant’s work on sentimental publics is particularly relevant 
to my conceptualization of the politics of skeptimentality. In The 
Female Complaint (2008), which forms part of Berlant’s national 
sentimentality trilogy, Berlant explored the politics of sentimental-
ity in an American national culture held together by the capacity of 
citizens, chiefly the classically privileged, to hold moral feelings for 
subordinate social groups and the sufferings endured by these pop-
ulations.24 This national culture is sentimental to the extent that it 
considers good, authentic feeling to be the core of a just society. In 
the archives of sentimental national culture, Berlant argues, 
sympathy and compassion for subaltern characters function as 

“great equalizers,” which produce a sense of equality and universal-
ity, even though such an equality is in reality materially non-exist-
ent. This argument that a distinct sentimental culture of feeling 
confirms the unity of society in the face of its structural disparities, 
while also authenticating the morality and goodness of those bene-
fitting from the disparities in question, is a core argument against 
contemporary humanitarianism’s culture of feeling as well. 

Like other scholars in this tradition, Berlant considers Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) an urtext 
of American sentimentalism. In Berlant’s pinning-down of national 
modes of sentimentality, Stowe’s novel constitutes a form of original 
text to which the American public habitually returns when wanting 
to comment on the political and aesthetic optimism for which the 
novel stands: the belief that unjust social institutions can indeed be 
overturned if the privileged would just identify strongly enough with 
the underprivileged, and the belief that art and literature can facili-
tate exactly that kind of sympathetic identification. In studying 
US-American culture’s many literary and cinematic versions of 
Stowe-style sentimentality, Berlant finds that such renderings—in 
ways similar to the urtext itself—make it possible for characters, 
readers, and viewers alike to identify contrary to their own privi-
leged position, that is, downwards in the social hierarchies.25 
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Sentimental tropes give form to socially marginalized suffering, and 
the sympathetic identification with this suffering imperceptibly dis-
solves, through the power of warming tears, the feeling subject’s own 
privileged position. In the land of the emotions, everyone can be 
equal. 

For Berlant, then, sentimentality is a form of intimacy: sentimental 
rhetoric and the sentimental aesthetic generate affinities and iden-
tifications where, mostly, material differences pertain. In sentimen-
tal publics, an emotional universalism prevails in which the 
individual’s subjectivity feels general, and in which people have a 
feeling-generated sense of community. Indeed, sentimental national 
culture has had a transformative and inclusive impact throughout 
the history of the nation, Berlant confirms. Yet, while sentimental 
politics have been vital to the experience of belonging to, or at least 
of being, in time, able to belong to, a national middle class, the 
humanizing strategies of sentimentality have simultaneously pro-
tected the privileged classes, for whom the sentimental claim has 
primarily been to feel right.26 In this sense, a sentimentalist is 
someone who focuses on the emotional, rather than the economic, 
costs of injustice. 

In The Biopolitics of Feeling, Kyla Schuller (2018) develops a deeper 
analysis of the link between sentimentality and race distinction 
already implied in Berlant’s work.27 According to Schuller, emo-
tional responses awakened by sentimental literature and visual art 
in nineteenth-century North America contributed to the molding of 
a white middle-class sensibility, given that the projection of an enno-
bling virtue onto subaltern characters played a role in the construc-
tion of a shared affective register for identification and compassion 
in an emergent middle-class public. The crucial point, as identified 
by Schuller, is that white sensibility was generated in the light of an 
idea of black people’s lack of that sensibility.28 In this sense, senti-
mentalism is a multi-branched biopolitical discourse on emotional 
flexibility and sensory suppleness, and, in more concrete terms: on 
the emotional mobility of some sections of the population and the 
emotional inertia of other communities. Sentimentalism thus con-
tributed, according to Schuller and other scholars, to the nine-
teenth-century concept of racial difference. 

SKEPTIMENTAL PUBLICS

We do not yet have a genealogy of Scandinavian sentimentality in 
line with the one Americanists have mapped out for the 
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nineteenth- and twentieth-century United States. To what extent, we 
could ask, has sentimental rhetoric contributed to the political and 
cultural discourses in which Nordic welfare states have historically 
found legitimation? Which tropes are recurrent and perhaps specific 
to Nordic sentimentality? Which urtexts would we identify? What, 
for instance, is the relationship between worker sentimentality and 
the strong foothold of social democracy in the region? And to what 
extent is the Nordic colonial aesthetic a sentimental one? 
Undoubtedly, social sympathy has been essential both to the foun-
dation of the Nordic welfare states and to their later self-image as 
humanitarian superpowers: to feel sympathy with the homeless, the 
single mother, the unemployed, vulnerable children, and impover-
ished populations elsewhere in the world. Conversely, the discourses 
and policies of the Nordic welfare model and its egalitarian ways 
have also worked to throw suspicion on the politics of sentimental-
ity and its feeling-based distribution of public goodwill. 

I am suggesting that we regard contemporary Scandinavian publics 
as operating primarily according to a skeptimental rather than sen-
timental politics. A skeptimental public is a public that suspects that 
inequality is a prerequisite for the sentimental sense of equality. 
Among other things, this means that Scandinavians will typically 
perceive expressions of moral feeling as elements in asymmetrical 
power relations, and such expressions therefore appear as problem-
atic elements to an egalitarian imagination preoccupied with the 
assessment of privilege. In general, a skeptimental public responds 
to an expression of moral feeling with variations on a negative 
response, fundamentally saying: “How very morally embarrassing 
that you should present yourself as morally good.”

What I identify as the sensibility of privilege is one explanation as 
to why moral sentiments can hardly be seen as “great equalizers” in 
Nordic societies. However, skeptimentality, like the sentimental 
itself, has widely varying historical and political inlets, including 
topical anti-humanitarian currents. Public criticism of what Sylvi 
Listhaug, then a minister for the Norwegian far-right Progress Party, 
called the “goodness tyranny” of self-righteousness, and of those 
seen by critics as mobilizing their sense of guilt to at least feel polit-
ically relevant, is fairly mainstream.29 I want therefore to emphasize 
that in “the skeptimental” we should also hear the scandalous: there 
is often the smack of something socially impermissable, in other 
words, in this resistance to the sentimental. For instance, the Danish 
pastor Søren Krarup’s criticism of a sentimental “benevolence 
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industry” was once scandalous.30 It is, however, now closer to being 
straightforwardly skeptimental, by which I mean that it has slipped 
into the general sensibility of privilege as one among several com-
ponents of the skeptical collective meta-response to morally good 
feelings that I call skeptimentality.

A CRY FOR HELP

On a public square in Stockholm, a chugger—someone who 
approaches people on the street asking for donations or subscrip-
tions to a specific cause—is asking the busy crowds if they would 
want to save a human life. No one is paying her, or her appeal, any 
attention. This urbane Swedish public is not, we gather, a sentimen-
tal humanitarian public. The crowd does not respond to the human-
itarian imperative par excellence: save life, relieve suffering, help. 
This is one of the first scenes in the film The Square (2017), in which 
the Swedish director Ruben Östlund—“possibly the foremost chron-
icler of social unease and moral precarity in Scandinavian cinema”31—
is particularly concerned with the issue of help, inequality, and the 
sensibility of privilege in the Scandinavian welfare state.32 

In 2014, Sweden’s then-prime minister, representing the Moderata 
Samlingsparti (the Moderate Party), Fredrik Reinfeldt, described his 
country as a “humanitarian superpower.”33 The chugger in The 
Square is, however, confronted with something quite different: a 
Swedish public that raises not so much as an eyebrow at the prospect 
of being able to help or save a human life. No humanitarian inter-
pellation occurs, no one turns around in recognition that he or she 
is a humanitarian subject: this is not a public convinced that their 
conscience and morality could in fact change the world. When a des-
perate cry for help resounds across the public square, this same 
public again turns a deaf ear. Except, that is, for the central charac-
ter in the film, Christian (Claes Bang), who turns towards the des-
perately shouting woman and tries to help her. But he should not 
have done so. The cry for help is a scam, Christian is robbed of his 
cell phone and has to see himself transformed into one of those 
people who ask for help: Excuse me, may I borrow your phone? The 
film then rolls out the sequence of events triggered by Christian’s 
arrogantly high-spirited vigilantism, ending up with him losing his 
job as chief curator of a contemporary art museum in a fictitiously 
post-monarchical Swedish capital.

In an interview, Ruben Östlund spoke of the effect of witnessing ine-
quality: 
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I think that we, as a species, are very upset when we see an imbal-
ance. When we see inequality; when we see poverty. We really 
get provoked by that. So I still think that we are definitely caring 
about each other, but it’s also not how we’re building cities. The 
main idea with cities today is, ‘go to this place; consume.’34 

Taken as an introductory statement to The Square, this is an equally 
obvious and surprising observation. Obvious, because with this film 
Östlund himself makes a considerable visual investment in ques-
tions of inequality; surprising, because, as already mentioned, the 
characters in the film are not remotely provoked by witnessing ine-
quality. The Swedish urban life depicted in the film is full of inequal-
ity, poverty, and imbalance that seems not to excite any concern 
among the city dwellers. Beggars, homeless people, and people 
making unanswered requests for help are fixtures of this Stockholm 
cityscape. Östlund’s camera lingers on them, as if they were urban 
ornament, but otherwise they garner little attention. The film makes 
it its business to present a Scandinavian public in which you leave 
well alone, mind your own business, whether it be from convenience, 
habit, discomfort, or fear. On a formal level, the film’s approach to 
these “imbalances” is to display them as privilege montages in 
which images of the haves are juxtaposed with images of the have-
nots. Why are we refraining from helping people in need? Why do 
we remain bystanders? Rarely are these questions posed with such 
insistence as they are in Östlund’s film.35 

The Square itself would seem to be divided. In a scene late in the 
film, Christian is tormented by a ghostly voice crying for help. Who 
precisely is asking for help? Can Christian help, and will he? Has he 
even got the right to believe that he can help, and if so, does it help 
anything or anyone? Are the cries for help ringing purely inside the 
heads of the privileged? The film does not know. On the one hand, 
The Square seems to call for a public that acts upon the moral feelings 
of sympathy and compassion; on the other, we quickly sense that 
the sentimental public and its cultural forms are not the solution to 
the inequalities emphasized by the film. Thus, the film provides no 
language for the morality it is, simultaneously, seeking out. Rather, 
it examines a public that has no shared affective-moral grammar for 
addressing social inequalities. Christian cannot save the variously 
vulnerable characters with whom he is confronted: homeless people, 
beggars, an ill-treated child. Nor does the film allow its audience to 
feel warm-heartedness and benevolence for these characters; on the 
contrary, it satirizes such ways of producing a mere sense of equality. 
This schism is a skeptimental trait.
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My description of The Square as a film in the skeptimental mode is 
based, firstly, on its depiction of a society in which benevolent, 
moral feelings have no resonance chamber, unlike in sentimental 
publics. Secondly, the film takes a critically detached stance vis-à-
vis central elements of the sentimental aesthetic of sympathy, includ-
ing its depiction of socially and racially marginalized characters. As 
an example of the former, the film’s portrait of a skeptimental public, 
I shall highlight two sequences. Each of them reflects the basic 
structure of skeptimentality: that something which seems morally 
good, touching, and proper, turns into or is revealed as something 
morally improper. 

The first sequence is the aforementioned good deed undertaken by 
the central character Christian when he hears a cry for help, and the 
subsequent corruption of this good deed into a possibly immoral 
threat of revenge, which is directed at all the residents of a housing 
project, a “ghetto.” Unless they return Christian’s cell phone and 
wallet the residents will be hunted down, as he and his co-conspir-
ator colleague tell the residents in a threatening letter. He does not 
simply react with annoyance over the incident and report it to the 
police: one key point of The Square is, exactly, the reversal of a 

“moral good” into something “immoral.” First, Christian’s impulse 
to offer help is occasioned by deception—the cry for help was a con-
fidence trick—and then the impulse altogether degenerates into an 
immoral readiness to deal out collective punishment to an under-
privileged social group in the shape of the residents of a housing 
project. If the name “Christian” suggests a Christian morality of 
benevolent acts, the crux of the film is a demonstration of the crum-
bling of this morality: Christian cannot save himself by saving 
others; on the contrary, he becomes an avenger. My point here is not, 
however, that Christian’s emotions are represented as skeptimental, 
but, rather, that the skeptimental structure of feeling operates as a 
matrix for the film’s central storylines.

The other sequence I shall highlight as exemplifying the film’s 
portrait of a skeptimental public revolves around the art piece of the 
film’s title, “The Square,” the thinking behind and fate of which can 
be interpreted as an allegory of the political concept of “folkhem-
met,” the people’s home, introduced in 1928 by the Swedish Social 
Democratic Party, and of the Nordic welfare model more generally. 
A statue of a historical military commander in front of the fictitious 
X-Royal art museum in Stockholm is dismantled to make space for 
a square-shaped installation of light and cobblestone, this being 
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“The Square,” an art piece with an accompanying plaque promising 
that the luminescent square will performatively constitute an equal-
ity-generating and benign social form: “The Square is a sanctuary of 
trust and caring. Within it we all share equal rights and obligations.” 
Unlike the statue and so much public art, the luminescent square will 
not pay tribute to violence. Rather, it promises to be a good, solici-
tous, social-aesthetic form to the benefit of all. But the skeptimental 
sensibility taken up by the film cannot simply accept this as a matter 
of course. To have moral and commercial relevance—the two criteria 
here prove to be identical—this sympathetic art form has to mutate. 

In his role as curator at the museum of contemporary art, Christian 
has hired an advertising agency to promote “The Square.” The 
advertising agency decides that the sympathetic values the piece pro-
fesses are all well and good, but far too vague to support a market-
ing campaign. Hence, in a skeptimentalizing gesture, they change 
the moral signature of the work, from the morally virtuous to the 
immoral: for the accompanying video campaign, they decide to pull 
a visual trigger on the promises offered in the art piece by including 
footage of a very young, presumably homeless, (white) child entering 
the square—and being blown up in there.

With this storyline, the film is suggesting two important points about 
skeptimental sensibility. Firstly, that the skeptimental mutation of 
the sentimental, here in the shape of skeptimental scandal, does not 
necessarily register an aversion to the commercial, to consumption, 
to spectacle. In the age of the universal advertisement already diag-
nosed by Adorno and Horkheimer, the skeptimental mode is of 
course no less consumer-friendly than the mode of sentimentality. 
The advertising agency’s campaign might indeed trigger a media 
storm, but bad press is, as the adage goes, better than no press. As 
Elizabeth Ezra points out in her reading of the function of this 
campaign in the film: “Thinking outside the box results in a bigger 
box within which formerly unacceptable thoughts become accept-
able.”36 Secondly, we can understand the fate of this morally good 
art piece as one of the film’s many comments on the idea of art as 
transformative event and terrain for affective, moral, and political 
reform, which is so key to the sentimental tradition that we could 
designate, along with Berlant, the Uncle Tom tradition. If the art 
piece “The Square” is sentimental by inviting the art participant to 
experience a good and charitable world, which does not yet exist, 
then The Square is, by contrast, preoccupied with the skeptimental 
public in whose hands this sentimental potential detonates.
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THE AESTHETIC OF COMPLICITY

Kyla Schuller points out that today the sentimental repertoire of 
feeling is upheld in particular by cinematic clichés, which reestab-
lish a preexisting relationship between a familiar trope and the 
viewer’s repository of emotional response. “Sentimental visual 
tropes such as a dying child, a pretty girl in love, or an affluent 
woman dedicating herself to helping the less fortunate train the 
affective and corporeal dimensions of the body for particular reper-
toires of feeling,” Schuller writes.37 The skeptimental repertoire of 
feeling is trained culturally too. Just as what Berlant calls sentimen-
tal publics are mediated by cultural objects such as novels, maga-
zines, and cinema employing a repertoire of sentimental visual and 
narrative tropes, skeptimental publics are mediated by skeptimen-
tal cultural objects. While we associate sentimentality with an aes-
thetic of sympathy, skeptimentality is, conversely, characterized by 
a skeptimental mutation in the aesthetic of sympathy. I suggest we 
recognize the resulting modified aesthetic to be an aesthetic of com-
plicity. Skeptimental tropes will typically appear as mutations of 
sentimental motifs, themes, and tonalities, generating a range of 
tropes inviting our affective response to images of “the less fortu-
nate,” but simultaneously, en route, sabotaging the moral and affec-
tive uplift of the sentimental response and contributing instead to 
the sedimentation of a skeptimental culture of feeling.

In a famous essay on the sentimental American protest novel, James 
Baldwin (1963 [1949]) described the “self-righteous, virtuous senti-
mentality” in Uncle Tom’s Cabin—“a very bad novel”—as a result of 
Stowe’s utter consistency in purifying her black characters of all the 
evil and sin that they represented according to the “medieval 
morality” of Stowe and her world.38 Uncle Tom is humble and “phe-
nomenally forbearing,” Baldwin wrote; “he has to be; he is black; 
only through this forbearance can he survive or triumph.”39 The 
god-fearing will to embrace the gentle, pure, and unadulterated in 
the black characters—to “robe them in white”—was, according to 
Baldwin, Stowe’s means to deliver the salvation of the sentimental 
reader and author alike. In The Square, Östlund does what he can so 
as not to air the repertoire of sentimental tropes and the clichés of 
suffering, innocent, humble, and forbearing brown or black charac-
ters from which this repertoire and its feeling-based racial hierar-
chies continue to draw sustenance. Yet, while the non-white 
characters in Östlund’s film are not your typical objects of sentimen-
tal sympathy, they remain, nonetheless, objects, around which the 
transactions of a white affective economy play out: Östlund’s interest 

Skeptimentality: The Square and the Aesthetics of Complicity



26

is primarily the privileged white emotional life and its qualms at 
being just that. Skeptimentality in The Square is, therefore, no less a 
white aesthetic and structure of feeling than the sentimental, when 
we consider the latter’s position in the history of sympathy and sen-
timental culture. 

Let us take a brief look at two examples of the film’s skeptimental 
depiction of socially subordinate characters, who are racialized as 
non-white: a woman and a boy. On several occasions, Christian 
meets a presumably homeless woman (Sofica Ciuraru) who sits near 
a 7-Eleven asking people for money. The woman is possibly Romani. 
The first time they meet, Christian either will not or cannot give the 
woman money, but he will gladly give her a ciabatta sandwich from 
the shop. I regard this scene as a skeptimental one, especially 
because the woman’s expected expression of gratitude—expected, 
that is, from the vantage point of the repertoire of sentimental tropes 
and tonalities—fails to materialize. Not only is she not grateful, she 
is utterly unimpressed by Christian’s gesture of sympathy and, 
moreover, displeased that there are onions in her ciabatta sandwich. 
The woman is not presented as an object of the viewers’ sympathy 
but, rather, perhaps, of Christian’s puzzlement.

The plotline that finally renders The Square a skeptimental tragedy 
follows from Christian’s confrontation with a boy (Elijandro 
Edouard) who lives in the housing project targeted by Christian’s 
letter accusing tenants of being thieves and threatening reprisals. 
Although the boy, possibly from a North African background, is not 
the thief, Christian’s threatening note leads his parents to suspect 
that he is, and so they ban him from playing on his PlayStation. The 
boy now writes a note to Christian in which he threatens to bring 
chaos to his life unless he apologizes to him and his parents. On the 
one hand, we have here a familiar sentimental trope: an innocent, 
non-white, and socially marginalized child treated unjustly by a 
white man. On the other hand, Östlund has rid the boy not of all sin 
but of all sentimentality. The boy might well be innocent in the eyes 
of the law, but that does not make him a typical object of sentimen-
tal sympathy: he is not humble or patient, he does not hold back in 
demanding his rights, and his innocence is not a sign of pure-hearted 
primitivity—the boy is not innocent in the sense of being unaffected 
by the corrupting influences of late capitalism. If he is affronted, it 
is mostly because he wants his PlayStation back: He does not want 
sympathy, but he does demand an apology. 
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Danish writer Theis Ørntoft criticized The Square for presenting a 
politically irrelevant sensorium, namely the existential problems of 
the 45-year-old privileged welfare-state citizen. In a sense, Ørntoft’s 
criticism is a privilege-sensitive criticism of a privilege-sensitive 
film. He says: 

The beggars who surround the main character try in vain to call 
out to the privileged world, but they are never really brought into 
the space of action. The Square pretends […] to be morally indig-
nant. But in reality it is hyper-narcissistic in its focus on what it 
means to be a postmodernist, post-ironic 45-year-old person.40 

My own sense is that in staying within the interpretative framework 
of evaluating an object or a subject to be hypocritical, to be, that is, 
only pretending to be virtuously inclined, as does Ørntoft here, we 
risk to be merely reiterating rather than subjecting to analysis the 
skeptimental logic of the moral sentiments. Therefore, I would like 
to alter Ørntoft’s hypothesis slightly and suggest that The Square 
examines those publics, in which the morally and emotionally 
proper—to Ørntoft this would perhaps be a more genuine kind of 
indignation—always risk coming across as sentimental and hence 
morally unsustainable. Thus, bringing “the others” into a space of 
action is a fairly common privilege-sensitive cultural strategy for 
responding to the paradoxes of the predicament of privilege; how 
to do it without being either sentimental or paternalistic is one of 
the open-ended questions raised by the skeptimental objects medi-
ating skeptimental publics. 

It is surely a question raised by The Square. One of Östlund’s earlier 
films, Play (2011), was criticized for its stereotypical depiction of 
non-white Swedish teenage boys as unlikeable, emotionally imper-
vious, criminal types: “immigrant youths.”41 This stereotype is the 
flipside of the innocent brown or black child; the two images are like 
the heads and tails of sentimentality. In my understanding of The 
Square, the film attempts to wrench itself away from the visual con-
ventions of sentimentality, including this specific image-couple’s 
evocation of, respectively, fear-contempt and sympathy-compas-
sion. However, as the film itself contemplates, for instance with the 
art piece “The Square,” the rhetoric of skeptimentality has a built-in 
tendency to risk immoral stereotypes rather than morally “good” 
ones.
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Fig. 1 (above) and Fig. 2 (below)
Stills from The Square, written and directed by Ruben Östlund.
Photographer: Fredrik Wenzel. Copyright Plattform Production.
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I mentioned earlier that, on a formal level, the film’s approach to 
hierarchies of race and class is to display them as what I call “priv-
ilege montage.” As a visual and discursive technique for juxtapos-
ing and integrating images signifying poverty, vulnerability, violence, 
war, and disaster with images signifying Nordic welfare ordinari-
ness, privilege montage is a simple, and in contemporary 
Scandinavian culture ubiquitous, genre for conveying some sort of 
knowledge about the radically different and yet interconnected con-
ditions of life in “the safe world” and “the unsafe world” respectively. 
The “interplay of opposites” at the crux of privilege montage may 
at times appear belonging to a repertoire of sentimental tropes 
asking the privileged subject to feel right, to cultivate sympathetic 
emotions for the less fortunate, and to dedicate himself to helping 
these less fortunate by, say, donating or consuming compassionate-
ly.42 Yet more often than not, privilege montage plays out in a skep-
timental key, calling forth emotional ambivalence and an experience 
of complicity. 

As a way of winding up my discussion of skeptimental culture and 
its aesthetics of complicity, let us look at one of many privilege 
montages in Östlund’s film. Consider, therefore, the scene in which 
Christian starts out sitting on a bench in a large department store, 
his purchases in expensive branded bags at his side. A poor-looking 
Muslim man (Copos Pardaliam) asks him for money, Christian 
shakes his head (Fig. 1). Christian then needs to find his daughters in 
the large store. He now has to ask the man for help: Will he keep an 
eye on Christian’s shopping while he looks for his daughters? The 
man is indeed willing to do so (Fig. 2).

This scene is a typical privilege montage—albeit global inequality is 
here figured in a domestic form in the shape of an immigrant beggar. 
The Square is interested in the issue of reciprocity and, especially, 
reciprocal vulnerability: It is not only “the others” who have to ask 
for help, the film submits; so does the privileged white man. 
However, as a privilege-sensitive film in the skeptimental mode, The 
Square must necessarily have an ironic take on reciprocity and vul-
nerability as social facts. Thus, the film pictures for us the way in 
which the sentimental notion of the “universally human” is simulta-
neously true, Christian and the man both need help, and false—but 
mostly false and exploitative, so the scandalous-skeptimental shot 
of the man now guarding the expensive shopping bags would seem 
to suggest. There is, again, the skeptimental schism: on the one 
hand, subscribing to an emotional universalism—we all suffer, we 
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all need help and care—and, on the other, a sense of something sham 
and unreasonable in this universalism and its semblance of equality 
and shared humanity. This split operates as a formal matrix for a 
number of scenes in The Square, including this one. 

Summing up, we could say that if sentimentality is marked histori-
cally by its whiteness, so is skeptimentality, although the latter tends 
to grapple somewhat less optimistically with this fact. The skepti-
mental aesthetic of complicity, and the skeptimentalized logic of 
moral sentiments that gives rise to it, cannot not denote privilege, 
hierarchies, and asymmetrical power relations, the recognition of 
which the skeptimental mutation is, precisely, registering. And for 
The Square, privilege montage in the skeptimental mode is a favored 
vehicle for its open-ended posing and tentative answering of the fun-
damental question of Scandinavian privilege sensibility: Is this 
okay? 
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