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Abstract

Although Sweden had few COVID-19 restrictions in comparison to its neighbors, the country experienced
organized protests against the government’s handling of the pandemic. This article explores how popular music,
within the context of the COVID-19 protests of the Freedom Movement in Sweden, contributed to reaching
various audiences and forging connections between formerly unconnected publics and movements. By employing
the concept of medical populism and analyzing three examples from different music genres, by artists from
different socio-cultural milieus, the article argues that populism in times of intense crises can operate as a
temporary unifying force. Through empty signifiers and the construction of a common enemy, (medical) populist
discourses carry the potential to normalize conspiratorial attitudes and far-right extremism.

The COVID-19 pandemic, an unprecedented global health crisis, left few spheres of public life
unaftected. While its impact on physical and mental health, as well as on economies, has been widely
explored, political and social scientists have also engaged with its imprint on political landscapes. Since 2020,
most governments’ responses to the medical crisis have come under heavy criticism. Some critics have
questioned the credibility of medical experts and political leaders; some have even implied that COVID-19
safety measures were part of a global conspiracy. Movements protesting national regulations on face masks,
vaccinations, and lockdowns emerged in numerous countries, including Germany, the Netherlands, and the
United States.! Often riddled with paradoxes and encompassing far-right extremists and conspiracy
theorists, these movements drew on populist rhetoric and style: antiestablishment tones that mobilized
resentment and distrust toward supposed “elites,” portrayed as seeking to trample on the liberties of “the
people.” In Sweden, for example, pandemic protest movements articulated populist ideas and postures
through popular music. This article discusses such articulations to show how populist discourses can be
mobilized to forge unexpected alliances in times of crisis.

Sweden’s approach to the pandemic was an outlier compared to those of other European countries,
for it imposed relatively few restrictions and no lockdown. Instead of issuing outright instructions, the

Swedish government made recommendations, including one to vaccinate oneself against COVID-19.

! On the Germany protest movement, see “Coronavirus: Thousands Protest in Germany Against Restrictions,” Europe, BBC,
August 1, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53622797; on the Dutch movement, see “Dutch Police Disperse
Anti-Lockdown Protesters in Amsterdam,” Reuters, January 2, 2022, https://www.reuters.com/business/media-
telecom/dutch-police-disperse-thousands-protesting-against-lockdown-measures-2022-01-02/; on the US movement, see
Rogers Brubaker, “Paradoxes of Populism During the Pandemic,” Theszs Eleven 164, no. 1 (2021): 73-87,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0725513620970804.
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Populism During the Pandemic.”
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While there were no strict lockdowns or compulsory vaccinations, a visible anti-vax movement formed
nonetheless. Inspired by comparable movements in other countries, especially the United States, the
Swedish anti-vax movement mobilized different segments of Swedish society against a perceived cultural
and political elite, which enforced pandemic policies. Political identities were already shifting rightward. In
particular, the radical far-right Sweden Democrats, having been a fringe party in the 1990s, were the second-
biggest party in parliament by 2022. The Freedom Movement (Frihetsrorelsen) was central to the Swedish
anti-vax campaign, mobilizing demonstrations of up to 10,000 people from diverse backgrounds.*

The Freedom Movement claimed to advocate for free speech and an open society. Often playing on
vague notions of liberty and freedom, combined with conspiratorial and xenophobic tropes, the group
provided a meeting point for those generally discontented with the political status quo, members of the far-
right, and conspiracy theorists. > The anti-vax movement’s societal visibility has declined rapidly since the
pandemic and the Freedom Movement itself has largely dissipated. Yet, some of the connections made
during the pandemic continue to resurface, albeit in much smaller manifestations such as the public “Love
Demonstration for Sweden” held in Stockholm in 2023, which was collaboratively organized by the extreme
right and Freedom Movement.°

Alongside protest chants, the demonstrations that the Swedish anti-vax movement mounted during
the COVID-19 pandemic had a distinct musical component. Among others, the popular Swedish artists
Christoffer Lundquist and Dogge Doggelito performed at Freedom Movement demonstrations. Notably,
they come from different musical contexts. Doggelito is a rapper who played a significant role in the
development of Swedish hip-hop in the 1990s, Lundquist a folk-pop guitarist and a pop-rock music
producer, best known for his work with the internationally successful band Roxette. Explicitly anti-vax songs
were also released online. They included a song called “Aldrig Vaccinera Mig” (Will never get vaccinated,
2021) by the musician Rasmus Gozzi and YouTube influencer Louise Anderson Bodin. As we show in this
article, the musical strategies employed by the anti-vax movement appealed to varied demographics, forging
connections between formerly unconnected publics and movements.

To address the role of populist style and discourse in Swedish political landscapes during the COVID-
19 pandemic, this article adopts a discursive-performative approach to populism. This approach is founded
upon the contributions of Benjamin Moffitt, Pierre Ostiguy, and others, and centered on how populism is
said and done: the ways in which populist appeals construct “us” and “them” identities through content and
form.” Further, we draw on Lasco and Curato’s concept of “medical populism”—a variety of populism that
they described as “politicizing, simplifying, and spectacularizing complex public health issues.™ Situating
Gozzi and Bodin’s song and Lundquist’s and Doggelito’s very difterent pandemic protest performances in
debates on pandemic policies, we argue that in the face of a public health crisis, (medical) populist discourse
has facilitated impromptu alliances between segments of society and political actors that have not previously

been perceived as associated with each other. Expressed through popular music, (medical) populist frames

4 “Frihetsrorelsen,” Expo, April 13, 2022, https://expo.se/lar-dig-mer/wiki/frihetsrorelsen/; Kalle Strom, host,
Frihetsrorelsen Inifrdn, podcast, episode 1, “Stad i Ljus,” produced by A Rabbit Hole, Spotify Dok, May 25, 2022, 51 min., 37
sec., https://open.spotify.com/episode/S3Fcg0]ThK9HpOuMbBbju9V.

5 Strom, “Stad i Ljus.”

¢ Anders Dalsbro, “Atalas efter demonstration mot SVT,” Expo, July 2, 2024, https://expo.se/nyhet/atalas-efter-
demonstration-mot-svt/.

7 Pierre Ostiguy, Francisco Panizza, and Benjamin Moffitt, Populism in Global Perspective: A Performative and Discursive
Approach (Routledge, 2021), 2, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003110149.

8 Gideon Lasco and Nicole Curato, “Medical Populism,” Social Science & Medicine 221 (2019): 1,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.12.006.
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founded on spectacularized distrust toward experts and institutions helped radicalize dissatisfaction. They
normalize conspiratorial attitudes and far-right extremism as desirable, natural, or even heroic responses to
moments of emergency. As the situation of global emergency passed, these frames of understanding, as well
as the personal networks forged during the pandemic may have faded into the background, but they could

well be reactivated when another crisis strikes.

Populism, Pandemic, and Music

Scholars note that populism, as a political style, does not align with traditional conceptualizations of
the left or right. Populist modes of expression do not necessarily have a particular political color; they can
connect formerly separate groups. For Ernesto Laclau, populism is based on the discursive construction of
a binary distinction between a large group comprising “ordinary folks” and a small adversary group portrayed
as “the elite,” which acts against the larger group’s interests. The imagined antagonistic relationship entailed
in this binary pits “we the people” against “them, the establishment.” Other scholarship on populism echoes
this dualism. Cas Mudde and Cristébal Rovira Kaltwasser, for example, describe populism as a “thin
ideology,” constructing morally charged camps of “the good people” and “the corrupt elites.”" In his seminal
book, Benjamin Moffitt presents populism as performative. A “political style” comprising an appeal to “the
people” to oppose “the elites,” populism supports itself by affirming ordinary people’s “bad manners” and
constructing a “sense of crisis.”"" Adding to these perspectives, Pierre Ostiguy construes populism as “the
flaunting of the low.” By exhibiting behavior perceived as transgressive, populism breaks with what
normative cultural discourses define as good taste.”” On the basis of these accounts, we understand
expressions in Swedish pop music as populist when they performatively break with “good taste” and/or

”

discursively pit a constructed “us” (“the people”) against a “them” (“the establishment,” “the elite,” or “well-
behaved society.”)

As a performative discourse rather than a clear political alignment, populism comes in different
varieties. The case studies described in this article, however, are consonant with the recent rise of Swedish
right-wing populism. As Benjamin de Cleen has described it, whereas populism operates on a vertical axis
(with elites at the top, “the ordinary people” at the bottom), nationalism divides society into “insiders” and
“outsiders.”” We therefore distinguish populism from nationalism on the basis of how the imagined
collective (“we”) and their core antagonists (“them”) are conceptualized, keeping in mind that populism and
nationalism can also coexist—as in some of the presented cases.

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, the anthropologist Gideon Lasco and sociologist Nicole
Curato had explored and defined the flavor of populism that would emerge in the context of public health

emergencies. Calling it “medical populism” they distinguish a specific populist political style based on

° Ernesto Laclau, “Populism: What’s in a Name?,” in Empire & Terror: Nationalism/Postnationalism in the New
Millennium, ed. Begofia Aretxaga et al. (Center for Basque Studies Press, 2004), 103-14,
https://scholarwolf.unr.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/03dc15¢5-f660-4380-90d5-f0239d6527b1/content.

10 Cas Mudde and Cristébal Rovira Kaltwasser, Populism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2017), 6,
https://doi.org/10.1093/actrade/9780190234874.001.0001.

! Benjamin Moffitt, 7he Global Rise of Populism : Performance, Political Style, and Representation (Stanford University
Press, 2016), 43—45, https://doi.org/10.11126/stanford/9780804796132.001.0001.

12 Pierre Ostiguy, “Populism: A Socio-Cultural Approach,” in 7he Oxford Handbook of Populism, ed. Cristobal Rovira
Kaltwasser et al. (Oxford University Press, 2017), 73-98, https://doi.org/10.1093/0oxfordhb/9780198803560.013.3.

13 Benjamin de Cleen, “Populism and Nationalism,” in 7he Oxford Handbook of Populism, ed. Cristébal Rovira Kaltwasser
et al. (Oxford University Press, 2017), 342-62, https://doi.org/10.1093/0xfordhb/9780198803560.013.18.
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politicizing complex public health issues, presented as both uncomplicated and urgent. Such populist
narratives often emerge in response to medical emergencies—Lasco and Curato cite Trump’s tweets about
Ebola. In defining medical populism, they update Moffitt’s three characteristics of populist political style: an
appeal to “the people” against “the elites,” the evocation of “bad manners,” and the construction of a “sense
of crisis.” They advance three claims. First, medical populism’s construction of “elites” often includes not
only state actors but also medical experts (“big pharma” being a common trope). Second, spectacularized
performances of health crises tap into people’s fear of death and suffering, making medical populism

>

particularly effective at arguing for swift and decisive action. Third, medical populists’ “bad manners” can
take the form of “low style” performances, but are more commonly expressed in the simplification of
discourse, denial of expert knowledge, and questioning of medical conventions." Medical populism’s
natural “other,” Lasco and Curato claim, is to be found in technocratic responses to health crises and the
moral panics associated with them—responses that prioritize expert involvement, with the goal of soothing
public anxieties and ending the crisis."

During COVID-19, Lasco applied the concept of medical populism to responses to the pandemic on
the part of populist leaders in Brazil, the United States, and the Philippines. He found that, despite their
differing approaches, politicians in all three contexts exhibited medical populism’s main characteristics: they
simplified the pandemic, spectacularized their responses to crisis, divided “the people” from dangerous
“others,” and made medical claims that were unsupported by expert research.'® This kind of discourse about
the pandemic was also to be found online and in the streets. Focusing on examples from the United States,
sociologist Rogers Brubaker describes the discourse surrounding protests against coronavirus-related
restrictions as populist. However, he also questions why, despite populism thriving on spectacularizing
crises, the anti-restriction protesters accused the “establishment” of exaggerating and manufacturing the
pandemic. Why, for once, did they advocate openness instead of protectionism?” The skepticism of
restrictions, he suggests, aligned with a broader right-wing skepticism of “safetyism”—the supposed
overprotectiveness of “elites” that also manifests itself in “safe spaces” and minority protections.'®

Although populist protesters still produce a narrative of crisis, it is not medical. Instead, it involves
“misguided and out-of-touch experts, power-hungry regulators, and excessively risk-averse elites have
combined to wreck the economy, destroy livelihoods, and trample on liberties.””” According to the
sociologist Ulrike M. Vieten, this narrative can be understood as a moral panic: a “delusion distracting from
the causes of crisis.”® Combined with an economic crisis and the perceived failures of government responses
to the pandemic, this delusion led to “extremist anti-elite establishment resentments”—what Vieten calls
pandemic populism.*' Notably, she emphasizes that far-right organizations and discourses were welcome at
the German “hygiene demonstrations.” In fact, these demonstrations functioned as meeting points and

platforms for anti-elite skeptics and anti-institutional radicals. They included (and potentially normalized

4 Lasco and Curato, “Medical Populism,” 2-3.

15 Lasco and Curato, “Medical Populism,” 2.

16 Gideon Lasco, “Medical Populism and the COVID-19 Pandemic,” Global Public Health 15, no. 10 (2020): 1417-29,
https://doi.org/10.1080/17441692.2020.1807581.

17 Brubaker, “Paradoxes of Populism During the Pandemic.”

8 Brubaker, “Paradoxes of Populism During the Pandemic,” 82.

Y Brubaker, “Paradoxes of Populism During the Pandemic.”

2 Vieten, ““New Normal,” 6.

2 Vieten, “New Normal,” 11.
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the orientations of) the far-right AfD party, Reichsbiirger, other neofascist groups, and conspiracy theorists.”
In analyzing case studies of Swedish popular music, we trace this process of anti-institutional and far-right
normalization, focusing on medical populism and the associated phenomenon that we call the radicalization
of dissatisfaction.

The conspiracist element of anti-restriction protests cannot be equated with populism. However, as
Jakob-Moritz Eberl, Robert A. Huber, and Esther Gruessing have shown quantitatively, populist views
correlate with lower trust in political institutions and science, which enables the spread of COVID-19
conspiracies.” This confirms earlier research on correlations between populist attitudes and conspiracy
theories; as Bruno Castanho Silva, Federico Vegetti, and Levente Littvay conclude, conspiracy thinking is
generally rooted in a belief that authorities are deceptive, which is not too far from populist anti-elitism.**
At the same time, many classic conspiracy theories (such as those relating to cultural Marxism or Eurabia)
either originated on the far right or have attracted large far-right extremist followings.” As the political
scientist Eirikur Bergmann has argued, conspiracy theories have moved from the fringes to the mainstream.”
This process is encouraged by the rising prominence of (right-wing) populist leaders in Europe and the
United States, who sometimes deliberately engage with conspiratorial attitudes and the politics of
misinformation. Extremism follows: Bergmann points out that populist actors who draw on conspiracy
theories can easily construct a crisis or delegitimize opponents on the grounds that they are involved in the
conspiracy. In some cases, they then move on to dehumanize entire social groups or justify violence as
necessary to defend “the people” from a scheming establishment.”” We therefore propose that conspiracy
theories can be considered a threshold between medical populism and far-right extremism: a shared ground
on which the two meet and form unlikely alliances. These are only strengthened by actual public health
emergencies, which are reframed in terms of moral panic.

Popular music has been one of the means of expression where the populist political style’s influence
on anti-restriction protests during the COVID-19 pandemic could be observed. Given that music is one of
the most widely consumed cultural forms today, analyzing music matters. There is a rich tradition of

studying the significance of music to social movements™ and a growing field of research on how populist

22 Reichsbiirger, a radical German far-right group, denies the German state’s legitimacy and aims to revive the German
Reich. It was associated with an armed coup thwarted in late 2022. The presence of other neofascist groups is attested in
Vieten, ““New Normal,”” 10; that of conspiracists in Antje Daniel et al., “Introduction: Protests of Pandemic Skeptics in
Germany and Austria,” German Politics and Society 41, no. 2 (2023): 1-15, https://doi.org/10.3167/gps.2023.410201.

23 Takob-Moritz Eberl et al., “From Populism to the ‘Plandemic’: Why Populists Believe in COVID-19 Conspiracies,” Journal
of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 31, no. 1 (2021): 272-84, https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2021.1924730.

2* Bruno Castanho Silva et al., “The Elite Is Up to Something: Exploring the Relation Between Populism and Belief in
Conspiracy Theories,” Swiss Political Science Review 23, no. 4 (2017): 438, https://doi.org/10.1111/spsr.12270.

5 Cultural Marxism and Eurabia are both far-right conspiracy theories. The former holds that “a small group of Marxist
critical theorists have conspired to destroy Western civilisation by taking over key cultural institutions.” The latter holds that
through mass migration, Muslims will replace the European Christian identity and civilization with Islam, and that domestic
elites are complicit in this process of replacement. See Rachel Busbridge, Benjamin Moffitt, and Joshua Thorburn, “Cultural
Marxism: Far-Right Conspiracy Theory in Australia’s Culture Wars,” Social Identities 26, no. 6 (2020): 722-38,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2020.1787822; Eirikur Bergmann, “The Eurabia Conspiracy Theory,” in Europe: Continent
of Conspiracies, ed. Andreas Onnerfors and André Krouwel (Routledge, 2021), 36-53,
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003048640-3.

%6 Eirikur Bergmann, “Conclusions: The Politics of Misinformation,” in Conspiracy & Populism: The Politics of
Misinformation, ed. Eirikur Bergmann (Springer International Publishing, 2018), 165-74, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-
90359-0_8.

7 Bergmann, “Conclusions,” 173-74.

28 Ron Eyerman and Andrew Jamison, Music and Social Movements: Mobilizing Traditions in the Twentieth Century
(Cambridge University Press, 1998), https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09780511628139; William F. Danaher, “Music and Social
Movements,” Sociology Compass 4, no. 9 (2010): 811-23, https://doi.org/10.1111/7.1751-9020.2010.00310.x.
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actors tap into popular music repertoires and even create music themselves.”” In Norway, for example, the
hip-hop scene has contributed significantly to the debate and culture wars surrounding the Norwegian
populist Progress Party.”

Similarly, in Sweden, music that articulates populist messages helps normalize radical-right parties
such as the Sweden Democrats.” These musical productions reproduce certain perceptions of reality and
become key nodes in information networks that shape opinions. In the context of Swedish anti-restriction
protests, popular music relates to not only populism (as previous research claims) but medical populism
specifically. Consider how anti-vaccination songs circulated on social media and prominent music artists
participated in the Freedom Movement.” Through populist political lyrics and form, such music provided
a soundtrack to the movements, helping build their collective identities grounded in a common distrust of
institutions, states, and experts. Radicalizing this identity through conspiratorial culture, it cast musical
artists as medical-populist “heroes.”

To contextualize our case studies, we will discuss the specific situation in which medical-populist
attitudes and the Freedom Movement emerged in Sweden, drawing comparisons with the US context
explored by Brubaker and German cases studied by Vieten. While other countries implemented strict
lockdowns, Swedish policy imposed fewer restrictions. Discussions in Swedish media regarding the
government’s pandemic strategy polarized public debate. Some claimed that Sweden’s handling of the crisis
demonstrated the superiority of its administrative system and the nation’s overall adherence to scientific
rationality. Others used nationalistic language to mobilize patriotic support for the state.” However, others
highlighted the Swedish government’s passivity in handling the pandemic, criticizing what they perceived
as their compatriots’ unquestioning trust in the political establishment.™

In the autumn of 2020, Sweden saw its first major medical-populist demonstration. It was organized
by the international World Freedom Alliance (WFA), which denied the existence of the COVID-19

% Tustin Patch, “Notes on Deconstructing the Populism: Music on the Campaign Trail, 2012 and 2016,” American Music 34,
no. 3 (2016): 365401, https://doi.org/10.5406/americanmusic.34.3.0365; Mario Dunkel and Melanie Schiller, “The People vs.
the Power Bloc? Popular Music and Populism,” Popular Music 41, no. 3 (2022): 281-92,
https://doi.org/10.1017/5026114302200054X; Matthew F. Jordan, “Obama’s iPod: Popular Music and the Perils of
Postpolitical Populism,” Popular Communication 11, no. 2 (2013): 99-115, https://doi.org/10.1080/15405702.2013.779484;
Mario Dunkel and Melanie Schiller, eds., Popular Music and the Rise of Populism in Europe (Routledge, 2025),
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003293156.

30 Torgeir Naerland, “Right Wing Populism and Hip Hop Music in Norway,” JOMEC Journal9 (2016): 92-111,
https://doi.org/10.18573/7.2016.10044.

31 Melanie Schiller, “Populism in the Land of Pop: The Sweden Democrats, Popular Music and The Performance of Heroic
Averageness,” in Popular Music and the Rise of Populism in Europe, ed. Dunkel and Schiller, 111-40,
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003293156-5; Melanie Schiller, ““Rocking the Establishment’: Subculture, Authenticity and the
Populist Radical Right in Sweden,” European Journal of Cultural Studies 27, no. 6 (2023): 1122-39,
https://doi.org/10.1177/13675494231212821.
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pandemic and framed it as an elite conspiratorial strategy. Held in central Stockholm, the demonstration
took place under the banner of “standing up for freedom and truth.” In 2021, Filip Sjéstrém and Max
Winter founded the Freedom Movement, drawing explicitly on US extreme-right and conspiracy-theorist
organizations.” It would become the largest medical-populist movement in Sweden and was central to anti-
vax mobilization in Sweden during the pandemic.” The ethnologist Kalle Strém followed the Freedom
Movement over two years, conducting extensive interviews with its leaders and participating in several of its
events, which yielded key insight into the group.”

According to Strom, Sjostrom, and Winter were alternative health entrepreneurs. Having met at an
alternative health fair in Helsinki in October 2019, they both wanted to “change the world and saw the
COVID-19 pandemic as a possibility to do so.” Sjéstrém was the Freedom Movement’s spokesperson and
Winter its organizer. Inspired by classic antisemitic conspiracies, they saw themselves as the good ones
fighting a war against an undefined global evil elite. Both were also aligned with the extreme-right
organization The Network (Nitverket) during the pandemic. The pandemic offered the Freedom
Movement an opportunity to form a capacious anti-institutional and conspiratorial movement, which
achieved broad appeal while incorporating extremist positions. They called for a new “Nuremberg Trial” to
punish politicians and for an organized group of “strong men that have the capability to protect freedom”—

“ During a 2021 demonstration,

allowing the Freedom Movement to use force and challenge the state.
Sjostrom declared that “we are the army in the third world war” (vi 4r armén 1 tredje virldskriget), shortly
before the event turned violent." Winter also founded the hypermasculinist militant group Freedom
Defense Sweden, intended to train physically and mentally strong men to spearhead the defense of freedom.
Among those active in the force was far-right media activist Nick Alinia. Repeatedly, he later shared
propaganda for the violent neo-Nazi fight club Aktivklubb Sverige (AKS), which has become increasingly
popular across Sweden.” The Freedom Movement uses antisemitic rhetoric and relativizes the Holocaust,
equating themselves with persecuted Jews in Nazi Germany.” Another inspiration is the Sovereign Citizen
movement, a loosely organized, anti-government conspiracist ideology whose adherents reject state
authority altogether, claiming that they are independent of governmental laws and taxation.

Even whilst presenting itself as antidemocratic, anti-institutional, and militant, the Freedom

35 “Frihetsrorelsen” (Expo).

3 “Frihetsrorelsen” (Expo).

37 “Frihetsrorelsen” (Expo).

38 Strom,“Stad i Ljus”; Rorelsen, part 1, “Frihet och sanning,” directed by Kalle Strom, aired February 19, 2023, on Sveriges
Television AB, 49 min., https://www.svtplay.se/video/KvlYbSP/rorelsen/1-frihet-och-sanning.

% Strom,“Stad i Ljus.”

40 Strom, Frihetsrorelsen Inifrdn, podcast, episode 2, “Den Nya Virldsordningen,” June 1, 2022, 50 min., 8 sec.,
https://open.spotify.com/episode/2cDNE0]gluGECIDUvzdV32; Strom, Frihetsrorelsen Inifrdn, podcast, episode 3,
“Maktkampen,” June 8, 2022, 45 min., 22 sec., https://open.spotify.com/episode/12s75E0i]iKRSeTPZDjDb]J; Strom,
Frihetsrorelsen Inifrdn, podcast, episode 4, “Konungens Aterkomst,” June 15, 2022, 42 min., 29 sec.,
https://open.spotify.com/episode/1 FAr[viwAt TEXwEjb4pSkp.

“ Daniel Vergara and Jonathan Leman, “Filip Sjéstrom: ‘Vi dr armén i tredje vérldskriget,” Expo, June 6, 2021,
https://expo.se/nyhet/filip-sjostrom-vi-ar-armen-i-tredje-varldskriget/.

# Hanna Osterberg, “SD-toppen om Stegruds filmande: Olustigt,” Svenska Dagbladet, September 11, 2025,
https.//www.svd.se/a/Ey61L.xG/sd-toppen-om-jessica-stegruds-filmande-olustigt; Eric Glaad and Jonathan Leman, “Hir
deltar Jessica Stegrud (SD) i hogerextremistens konfrontation,” Expo, September 10, 2025, https://expo.se/granskning/har-
deltar-jessica-stegrud-sd-i-hogerextremistens-konfrontation/; Mattias Vepsd, “Aktivklubbar (Interpellation 2025/26:52),”
written question submitted to the Sveriges Riksdagen [Swedish Parliament], October 17, 2025,
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-och-lagar/dokument/interpellation/aktivklubbar_hd1052/.

“ Tina Askanius et al., “Far-Right Extremist Narratives in Canadian and Swedish COVID-19 Protests: A Comparative Case
Study of the Freedom Movement and Freedom Convoy,” Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression 17, no. 2
(2025): 16484, https://doi.org/10.1080/19434472.2024.2340492.
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Movement mobilized crowds of up to 10,000 people with strikingly varied backgrounds. Some were
members of independent Christian organizations, others right-wing extremist groups (such as the Nordic
Resistance Movement). There were football hooligans, esotericists, New Age spiritualists, alternative-health
practitioners, hippies, and healthcare workers opposed to vaccination mandates—all were united under a
shared notion of freedom: an empty signifier that could “mean whatever their interpreters want it to mean.”*

Following internal struggles, Sjostrom left the Freedom Movement in 2022, Winter in 2023. Today
the movement exerts little direct political influence, though some of its networks persist.* Bringing together
various social groups with anti-institutional, conspiracist, and antiestablishment ideologies under the aegis
of medical populism, it amplified these ideologies and helped connect previously unconnected groups as
part of a broad antidemocratic front. After the Freedom Movement’s collapse, Winter founded the fringe
far-right party Svenska Rikslagen: a fusion of far-right representatives, including The Network, the far-right
alternative media channel SwebbTV, and other corona critics and conspiracy theorists. Those actors had
somewhat converged during the pandemic, the health emergency and medical-populist discourses papering
over their ideological divergencies.*

We show how these medical-populist discourses were articulated through music, something that
studies of such movements have overlooked. Two of the artists discussed in this article, Christoffer
Lundquist and Dogge Doggelito, have played at the Freedom Movement events. Our third case study
(“Aldrig Vaccinera Mig” by Gozzi and Bodin) conveys many of the Freedom Movement’s arguments and
conspiracy theories, though in a different context and medium. Featuring distinct genres, employing
expressive strategies catered to various Swedish social groups, and combining these groups under the shared
banner of medical-populist and conspiratorial claims, this music is symptomatic of the ‘meeting point’
function of the Freedom Movement and similar movements. Moreover, it mainstreams radicalization. The
involvement of well-established music artists brought these movements to the attention of the mainstream
(media). Further, when packaged in relatable, evocative, and entertaining popular song formats, their
extreme rhetoric becomes more appealing.

As we demonstrate, the pandemic and its political consequences provided fertile ground for medical
populism, which in turn legitimized conspiratorial attitudes and channeled dissatisfaction into the radical
right. The artists analyzed in this article participated in these processes. By tapping into populist, medical-
populist, anti-institutional, and conspiratorial tropes in their narratives and performances, they mobilized
opinions and helped polarize the political climate. Our case studies represent different tendencies. First,
Gozzi and Bodin’s “Aldrig Vaccinera Mig” is a medical-populist articulation tied to clear conspiratorial
attitudes and nationalist tropes, presented as youthful transgression. Second, Christoffer Lundquist’s
Freedom Movement activity stands for a subtler way of mobilizing medical populism, which
recontextualizes pop-rock freedom ballads and presents itself as inclusive. Third, the case of Dogge
Doggelito indicates how individual artists’ trajectories illuminate surprising connections between medical
populism and right-wing radicalization. Through these cases, we sketch the broad spectrum of ways in

which medical populism is manifested in Swedish pop music, moving from most to least explicit.

* Daniel Chandler and Rod Munday, “Empty Signifier,” in A Dictionary of Media and Communication, 1st ed., Oxford
Reference (Oxford University Press, 2011),
https.//www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199568758.001.0001/acref-9780199568758-e-862.

4 “Prihetsrorelsen” (Expo).

* Anders Dalsbro, “Frihetsrorelsen upphor,” Expo, February 1, 2022, https://expo.se/nyhet/frihetsrorelsen-upphor/;
Askanius et al., “Far-Right Extremist Narratives.”
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“Say No to Bill Gates”: Gozzi and Bodin’s Anti-Vax “Transgression”

In August 2021, Rasmus Gozzi and Louise Anderson Bodin released the song “Aldrig Vaccinera Mig”
(Will never get vaccinated),” which has over 84,000 views on YouTube and openly encourages people not
to get vaccinated against COVID-19.* The duo, which began releasing music with the album Vi lever Life
(We are living life, 2017), commonly uses populist tropes. Delegitimizing the then social democratic
government, Gozzi and Bodin draw on their cultural milieu, which is rooted in Swedish rurality and
youthful culture, to represent themselves as a populist alternative to the “urban establishment.” After briefly
contextualizing the two artists’ place in Sweden’s political and cultural scenes, we discuss “Aldrig Vaccinera
Mig,” arguing that it marks their turn toward medical populism. The song illustrates how populist tropes
rearticulated the health emergency, promoting distrust of medical experts and pushing conspiratorial
thinking as a youthful, “cool,” and “edgy” transgression.

A producer, musician, and DJ, Gozzi (b. 1993) has recently enjoyed nationwide success. Having
started as a bedroom producer in 2016, he made the Swedish national charts with his 2021 song “Strypsex i
ditt garage” (Choke sex in your garage), a parody of Albatraoz’s hit “Rave i mitt garage (Rave in my garage).”"
Several of Gozzi’s other singles have also appeared at the top of the Swedish charts, notably “Rid mig som
en dalahist”(Ride me like a Dala horse, 2022), which he released with Froken Snusk. Like Gozzi, Snusk is
considered a “big name” in Sweden’s growing EPA-dunk genre,” which Swedish reporter Anna Rosenstréom
has described as “Eurodance and bubblegum pop on steroids with lyrics about fucking, drinking and cars.”"
Named after epatraktorer (self-built vehicles that could be driven without a license), EPA-dunk became an
unexpected mainstream success, drawing on lowbrow aesthetics, rural youth culture, and rockabilly
influences. The genre also gained political traction, the Sweden Democrats describing EPA-dunk as part of
the national culture.”® Both EPA-dunk in general and Gozzi’s music in particular exemplify what Ostiguy
has termed the “flaunting of the low” in ways that connect explicitly with anti-urban, rural, and youthful
identification.

This cultural transgressiveness chimes with Bodin’s personal history. She is well-known for her racist
remarks on YouTube—notoriously she used the N-word in a video that has since been removed.” These
comments drew scathing criticism from the famous Swedish rapper Adam Tensta. In her role as a social
media influencer, Bodin appeared in shows on TV-4, a large Swedish television channel on which she styled

herself the representative of “the people” or “ordinary folks,” especially rural youth. Tensta walked out of a

47 All translations of song lyrics are our own.

8 Rasmus Gozzi - Official, “Rasmus Gozzi & Louise Andersson Bodin - ALDRIG VACCINERA MIG (MUSIKVIDEO),”
August 6, 2021, YouTube video, 2 min., 52 sec., https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WpHEnEArbBo.

4 Rasmus Gozzi - Official, “Rasmus Gozzi - STRYPSEX I DITT GARAGE (MUSIKVIDEO),” January 30, 2021, 2 min., 28
sec., https.//www.youtube.com/watch?v=y-wU4ZiXaA0; “Rave i Mitt Garage,” dir. Fucking Albatraoz, November 5, 2020,
https.//www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q-Y1I4prhKw (video no longer available).

Y Hannah Lindgren, “Froken Snusk om den uppmirksammade 1&ten: ‘Alla ilskar sex,” SVT Nyheter, January 11, 2023,
https.//www.svt.se/kultur/froken-snusk-om-den-uppmaskammade-laten.

5! Anna Rosenstrém, “Kronika: Nigot Fint Hinder Nir Epa-Dunk Méter Gangsterrap,” Géreborgs Posten, January 27, 2023,
https://www.gp.se/1.90888957.

52 Paula Dalin, “Epa-dunk—snart en del av regeringens kulturkanon?,” Dagens ETC, December 12, 2022,
https://www.etc.se/kommentar/epa-dunk-snart-en-del-av-regeringens-kulturkanon.

53 Kajsa Haidl, ““TV4 har backat frin sitt ansvar,” Dagens Nyheter, July 22, 2015, https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/film-tv/tv4-
har-backat-fran-sitt-ansvar/.
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live TV-4 studio in protest at Bodin’s involvement in the channel, which consequently cut ties with Bodin.
Her exclusion from TV-4 played into right-wing populist logic and conspiracist thought, for which leftists
(if not global/cultural elites) dominate the media and exclude “ordinary” perspectives to enforce “political
correctness.” EPA-dunk has been described as a revolt against political correctness. > Indeed, in providing
space for artists proudly to “flaunt the low” and by using lyrics and themes perceived as distasteful or
insensitive, the genre could be seen as resisting these attitudes that supposedly comprise political correctness
and the segments of society that exhibit them. At the same time, artists often claim that their music should
not be taken too seriously, thus avoiding accountability for the messages they communicate. This is what
Froken Snusk does in one newspaper interview, for example.”

Gozzi and Bodin’s music consistently presents a rural, popular (fo/k/ig), and antiestablishment
Swedishness, performed in opposition to an ostensibly incompetent and malicious Swedish (and
international) elite.”® Previous songs, such “Virmland” (2021), seem to present this popular Swedishness as
rural, White, and blue-collar. Other songs, including “Stefan Lofven™ (2016 and 2021) and “Greta
Thunberg” (2019), clearly express anti-government attitudes and allude to conspiracy theories.

“Aldrig Vaccinera Mig” contains medical-populist arguments and flaunts the low in the name of free
speech. Presenting “political correctness” and government recommendations as restricting freedom of
expression and bodily autonomy, it actively encourages the audience to shun vaccination. Gozzi and Bodin
therefore use vaccination to articulate their broader opposition toward the unquestioning rule-following,
which many describe as a Swedish cultural norm.” Instead they stoke rebellion against cultural and legal
frameworks by flouting the state’s recommendations. Although the sound of “Aldrig Vaccinera Mig” belongs
to the EPA-dunk genre, it is much less accentuated. It can therefore be described as a ‘light version” of EPA-
dunk. Combining a rhythmically simple poppy beat with a simple guitar and melodic whistle hook, the song
is a mixture of a pop-anthem and EPA-dunk.

Along with its accompanying music video, the song “flaunts the low” in several ways. Furthermore, it
draws on medical-populist articulations and conspiratorial tropes, presented as a rebellious youthful
affirmation of bodily autonomy. Bodin sings about wearing a tinfoil hat (a symbol of conspiracists and
increasingly “anti-vaxxers”) with pride and wears one ironically in the video. She dances seminude,
seemingly without much artistic purpose. She also sings about living in rural isolation, presenting a
rebellious rural attitude and contrasting country life with a cramped urban experience. Rural and urban life,
the song suggests, might require different policies. The viewer has the impression that Bodin is dancing
naked defiantly—“don’t tell me what’s in good taste!” The tinfoil hat is also provocative, a symbolic middle
finger to those portraying anti-vaxxers (and by extension, conspiracy theorists) as unintelligent and
misinformed. The video depicts a red-painted wooden house, signifying idealized Swedishness.” This

5% Natalia Kazmierska and Magnus Wennman, “S tog epadunken 6ver landet: ‘En pk-revolt,” Aftonblader, February 25,
2023, https.//www.aftonbladet.se/a/mQ3eQg.

53 Kazmierska and Wennman, “S& tog epadunken 6ver landet.”

56 Louise Andersson Bodin, “ VARMLAND,” July 19, 2021, YouTube video, 2 min., 26 sec.,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hu3kM2AZyvyk (video no longer available).

57 Stefan Lofven was then the social democratic prime minister.

58 Asbrink, “Coronakrisen”; Barrling, “Svenska 6verldgsenheten”; Heino, “Democracy”; Ehn et al, Forsvenskningen Av
Sverige.

%% Nicklas Johansen et al., “Ridiculing the ‘Tinfoil Hats:’ Citizen Responses to COVID-19 Misinformation in the Danish
Facemask Debate on Twitter,” Harvard Kennedy School Misinformation Review 3, no. 2 (2022): 1-23,
https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-93; Anna Karlsson, “Drommen om den réda stugan: Huruvida varuméirket Falu Rodfirg
kan utvidgas till en ny produktkategori” (bachelor’s thesis, Karlstad University, 2012),
https://urn.kb.se/resolve’urn=urn:nbn:se:kau:diva-12803.
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connects Bodin’s defiance with a symbolic representation of Swedish identity, which has a nationalist
element. Neither Bodin nor Gozzi has performed at Freedom Movement events, yet they disseminate
conspiracist narratives that are similar to those voiced at those meetings. Insofar as they also address a
“vaccine-critical” Swedish public, their music can be seen as connected to the movement.

The music video is deeply populist in its presentation of an elite seeking to manipulate people into
getting vaccinated. In this case, the elite is embodied by the Swedish environmental activist Greta Thunberg
and Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates. According to the chorus, to spurn vaccination is to “say no to Bill
Gates,” to rebel against the political economy of COVID-19 vaccines and the interests of an international
elite more generally. Bill Gates is referenced here due to a widespread conspiracy theory claiming that he
wanted to use COVID-19 vaccines to implant microchips into people in order to control them. Given
Gates’s advocacy for vaccination and financing of COVID-19 vaccines, those who reject vaccination are
understood as saying no to Bill Gates—resisting supposed elite oppression.”

While the figure of Bill Gates anchors the song’s stance toward international vaccination policies,
Thunberg is a Swedish celebrity—albeit active on a global stage. In the song, Bodin describes Thunberg
rolling up her sleeve for vaccination, referencing the “kavlaupp” campaign (roughly: the “roll up your sleeve”
campaign) that encouraged COVID-19 vaccination.”’ Thunberg was not active in this movement; Bodin
and Gozzi rather take her as representative of a politically correct elite. The artists also sample Thunberg’s
famous statement, “How dare you?”® Here the question, which originally referred to the ongoing climate
crisis, is taken out of context. Simultaneously with this sampling, the video shows Bodin dancing
provocatively, seminude, beside Thunberg’s outraged face. In short, through representations of Thunberg
and Gates, Bodin and Gozzi reinforce a rebellious attitude toward a politically correct elite in Sweden and
beyond. To that end, they present transgressive behavior, conspiracist thinking, and idiosyncratic narratives.

The music video clearly plays on the populist dichotomy of “elites” versus “ordinary people.” Yet it
also expands on this trope, building in elements of medical populism by depicting a healthcare worker (or
rather Bodin dressed up as one), presented as in cahoots with “the elites.” In one scene, Bodin, wearing
medical scrubs, forcefully vaccinates a child, who screams in fear of a large syringe Bodin is holding. Later,
an adult initially resists Bodin’s efforts until they are threatened with a knife and submit to vaccination. In
both scenes, vaccination is presented as an infringement of bodily autonomy and violation of individual
rights, orchestrated by the elites and executed by medical experts. The latter are portrayed as villains
manipulating common folk. This aligns with conspiratorial tropes of “big pharma” and medical populism’s
antipathy toward technocratic responses to health crises. This spectacularized narrative discredits medical
professionals and their expertise. Populism’s two constructed camps (“the people” versus “elites”) are recast

in terms of a specific conspiracist story. On one side are “ordinary folks,” who refuse COVID-19 vaccines.

5 Tim Lewis, “Bill Gates: ‘Vaccines Are a Miracle. I’s Mind-Blowing Somebody Could Say the Opposite,” The Guardian,
May 15, 2022, https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2022/may/15/bill-gates-vaccines-readers-questions-how-to-prevent-
next-pandemic-interview; Erin Black and Katie Tarasov, “Why the Covid Vaccines Can’t Contain a Tracking Microchip or
Make You Magnetic,” CNBC, October 1, 2021, https://www.cnbc.com/video/2021/10/01/why-theres-no-5g-tracking-
microchip-in-the-covid-vaccine.html; Jack Goodman and Flora Carmichael, “Coronavirus: Bill Gates ‘Microchip’ Conspiracy
Theory and Other Vaccine Claims Fact-Checked,” BBC, May 29, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/52847648.
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82 The Telegraph, ““How Dare You?’ - Emotional Greta Thunberg Attacks World Leaders,” September 23, 2019, YouTube
video, 1 min., 34 sec., https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=xVIRompclvE.
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On the other side are elites, which seek to trick the general population into getting vaccinated so as to gain
control of their bodies, as well as the medical experts who do their bidding.

Opverall, “Aldrig Vaccinera Mig” articulates a medical-populist narrative of pandemic politics.
Presenting the elite’s supposed infringements on bodily autonomy as the “real crisis,” it promotes distrust
of medical professionals and proudly embraces its “tinfoil hat” status. Given Bodin and Gozzi’s personal
backgrounds and the video’s aesthetic, this conspiracist narrative is packaged as youthful and transgressive.
Made appealing in this way, the narrative is presented not as fringe paranoia, but a reasonable, casual, and
even joyfully rebellious response to Swedish pandemic politics. EPA-dunk genre conventions also fit this
message, which Bodin and Gozzi communicate by “flaunting the low.” Indeed, their song can be interpreted
as belonging to EPA-dunk’s rebellion against “political correctness” and Swedish polite society. As
mentioned above, in their online music video “Aldrig Vaccinera Mig” Bodin and Gozzi play on medical-
populist tropes that have also been articulated in physical events organized by the Freedom Movement. As
our next example indicates, however, the same tropes implicitly feature in radically different genres. In these
alternative guises, they reach beyond those who enjoy EPA-dunk to a different segment of the Swedish
public.

“We Are Free”: Christoffer Lundquist in the Freedom Movement

At first glance, Bodin and Gozzi’s explicit opposition to vaccination seems incompatible with the
message of Christoffer Lundquist’s song “Vi ir Fria” (We are free, 2021). Whilst the former is presented as
a youthful and fun medical-populist rebellion, the latter has different cultural connotations that speak to a
different audience. Both visually and textually, “Vi dr Fria” and the accompanying music video play on
cultural signifiers of idealized Swedishness. It posits a national “we,” grounded in general values such as
peace and freedom and closely connected with Sweden’s flora and fauna. On the surface, this Swedishness
might seem inclusive, and the song’s message utopian, lacking apparent connections with the anti-vax
movement or extreme right. Yet through his soft pop-rock ballad, Lundquist actually presents perceptions
of pandemic politics that resemble those of Bodin and Gozzi. Further, he mobilizes the Freedom
Movement’s key empty signifier: freedom. The song has not broken through to become a significant
commercial success. Even so, with over 40,000 streams on Spotify as of November 2025, it is among
Lundquist’s most streamed songs on the platform.” Furthermore, it was played at the Freedom Movement’s
protests and has resonated in anti-vax circles.

Lundquist’s success in the Swedish music scene is primarily as a producer and songwriter, though he
also plays the bass in the band Brainpool. He mainly works with pop-rock music and has had an
accomplished career among mainstream, commercially successful Swedish musicians. Among others, he has
collaborated with several artists who are famous in Sweden: Ulf Lundell, Joakim Thistrom, Peter Joback,
Eldkvarn, Sahara Hotnights, and Moneybrother. He is perhaps best known for being the producer and
background musician for the Swedish artist Per Gessle, known internationally as part of Roxette. Lundquist
has recently focused on his own music, though he also co-produced the soundtrack of the biopic
Sommartider (2024) about the famous Swedish pop group Gyllene Tider. In short, he is embedded in the
Swedish pop scene, which has often been dubbed “the Swedish pop-wonder” (Svenska popundret) due to

% Only one song has slightly more streams; most others have between 1,000 and 10,000.
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its international success.” Widely appreciated as Sweden’s cultural marker and export, this scene has a social
status and target demographic that differ significantly from those of genres such as EPA-dunk.

During the COVID pandemic, Lundquist aligned with the anti-vax protest movement, specifically
the Freedom Movement.” First, he urged his fans to participate in the major demonstration that the
Freedom Movement held in Stockholm in May 2021. He did so on the official Freedom Movement
YouTube page, calling on viewers to mobilize against a repressive regime that limited its citizens’ freedoms.”
Later, he also performed at Freedom Movement events. Some of these were not officially permitted and the
police apprehended a number of attendees. Lundquist was among them, “guitar in hand,” reportedly still
singing “Vi ir Fria” as he was taken away.”” The scene may have led some to imagine him as the movement’s
new antiestablishment hero. Indeed, his arrest received wide attention in mainstream media, increasing the
movement’s visibility, and indeed legitimacy, in wider society. Under a YouTube video showing Lundquist’s
detention, users posted comments hailing him as a “hero” and citing lyrics from “Vi ir Fria” to express
support for the artist and his performance of resistance toward an ostensibly authoritarian system.” In
contrast to the Freedom Movement’s militant and hypermasculinist discourse, Lundquist emphasizes
peaceful protest, an “overflow of love, community, joy, respect, and humility.”®” During the COVID-19
restrictions, Lundquist also initiated flashmobs—illegal dance events that featured his song. In the first of
these, he played the song on the streets of Malmoé in August 2021, with fellow musicians then joining him
and the band dancing with the audience. He encouraged further events in other towns: participatory actions
meant to save Swedish culture from a restrictive authoritarian regime that would limit citizens’ freedom.

On his official website, “We Are Free,” he describes the mission expressed in “Vi dr Fria” thus:

Authoritarian systems have always suppressed and controlled culture. This is not by accident.
Cultural expression has an enormous power to help humans connect with our hearts, with our
core, our spirit. With emotion. With each other. The authoritarian mind set [sic] fears this
because when we are connected like this it’s not possible to control us. Cultural expression
makes us feel our power, helps us reconnect with who we really are.

So when someone wants to take your freedom away, count on culture being the first thing to
go. History shows us this beyond any doubt.”

Interestingly, Lundquist frames culture—specifically music—as the logical voice of resistance, able to

unite the people in fighting a repressive regime. He thereby aligns music and protest with anti-institutional

6% Ola Johansson, Songs from Sweden: Shaping Pop Culture in a Globalized Music Industry (Palgrave, 2020),
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-2736-4.

65 Rebecca Bornlid, “Artisten bortférd av polis under massprotesten,” Expressen, May 2, 2021,
https.//www.expressen.se/kvallsposten/artisten-bortford-av-polis-under-massprotesten/; Emil Viksell, “Roxette-
producentens konspirationslit—"gér inte p det mer,” Gaffa, April 20, 2021,
https://web.archive.org/web/20210423160422/https://gaffa.se/nyhet/148765/roxette-producentens-konspirationslat-gar-inte-
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=elwpNBlict0.
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extremism in the context of the Freedom Movement. Accordingly, we use the seemingly apolitical “Vi ir
Fria” to discuss the role that performance contexts can play in enabling and normalizing medical-populist
narratives. The indirect manner in which Lundquist conveyed medical-populist messages expanded their
potential audience, while simultaneously producing an alt-right anthem.

Without the requisite contextual knowledge, the medical populism of “Vi dr Fria” is not obvious for a
listener or viewer of the music video. The song sounds simple and spare, featuring only leading vocals,
acoustic guitar, and little production. It could be described as soft pop-rock, a campfire ballad in the folk
tradition: Later on in the song, Lundquist’s voice is joined by background vocals that evoke collective
chanting or musicking, establishing a collective identity or “us” that gains power through collective cultural
expression. The music video’s imagery is utopian, depicting nature in a romantic-nationalist manner. At the
beginning of the video, Lundquist is shown barefoot and in casual clothing. He has long gray hair and a
beard. Playing the guitar alone in his studio, he looks directly into the camera. Both his appearance and the
setting connote authenticity, viewers are presented with what seems to be a genuine expression, delivered
by an approachable, down-to-earth man. This opening is followed by footage of nature and happy people,
to whom the lyrics consistently refer as “we.”

Lundquist’s song frequently invokes the subject “vi” (we). This is a typical example of what Michael
Billig terms the syntax of hegemony, whereby someone claims to speak on behalf of a collective as a means
of exerting influence over it.”! The song’s lyrics are repetitive, effectively reinforcing the song’s message of
“freedom.” What exactly this freedom entails or refers to is left unsaid; its reference is only specified in the
context of Lundquist’s performances. The lyrics include a Freedom Movement slogan: “We are free, we are
strong, we will never back down.”” Here Lundquist is explicitly supporting the Freedom Movement’s
ideology. The song suggests that “we” possess a range of general qualities, including truth, meaning, love,
and dreams. Like freedom, these terms are open to interpretation. They serve less as nouns than as positive
adjectives that are attached to the collective. Instead of being explicitly defined, they are contextually opposed
to an authoritarian regime that must be resisted through music. In song, Lundquist declares that “vi gir inte
pd det mer” (we’re not being fooled anymore). This refers indirectly to the Swedish government’s COVID-
19 restrictions and presents official medical discourses an elite trick on “the people.”

That the song’s central subject is a Swedish “we” is made clear by direct references to the Swedish
national anthem and pathos-laden language characterized by romantic-nationalist tropes. Consider these

lyrics:
We will immerse ourselves, we will cherish our land./We will fly so high over our

mountainous north
Vi ska ge oss hin, vi ska dyrka vir jord/Vi ska flyga hogt 1 var Fjillhoga Nord.
8 Yy J yga hog J

Here Lundquist uses a famous phrase from Sweden’s national anthem, “fjillh6ga nord” (roughly:
mountainous north), making explicit that the collective referred to is national. While this is a direct
reference to Swedish national identity, the music video is also filled with more implicit references: the

picturesque imagery of nature and rurality around which Swedish identity is often constructed.” That

I Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (SAGE, 1995), 88, https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446221643.
2 “Frihetsrorelsen” (Expo).
7 Ehn et al., Forsvenskningen Av Sverige.
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Lundquist calls on listeners to cherish “our land” (vdr jord) prescribes an imagined relationship between
nature and Swedes. This is strengthened by Lundquist’s appearance in the music video: His round glasses,
long hair, beard, and denim all suggest someone who lives in harmony with nature. More importantly, he
walks barefoot, sometimes on grass, signifying physical proximity to nature, innocence, and the
harmlessness of his intentions. Footage of Lundquist singing and playing guitar in vast open natural
landscapes is interspersed with shots of birds in flight. This visually connects an idealized notion of
freedom to a Swedish natural Heimat or populist heartland “in which, in the populist imagination, a
virtuous and unified population resides.”” In the lyrics quoted above, Lundquist directly references this
notion.

Despite the song’s connection to Freedom Movement events, which in turn were connected to The
Network, Lundquist’s music video included Black people. On the surface, this could be read as presenting
an inclusive Swedishness. Yet this inclusivity is only superficial. In the video, a Black woman is depicted
jumping between a protesting crowd and riot police. Later, she gives the police the middle finger. This
stands in stark contrast to how the video represents White people, most of whom are depicted in natural
settings and engaged in expressions of love and friendship. Hence, even if the video suggests that Black
people are part of the dissatistied “we” presented in the song’s lyrics, they mainly serve to channel anger
and aggression at current circumstances. Utopian and idyllic imagery, however, is reserved for White
Swedes. Furthermore, the footage featuring the Black woman is from neither Sweden nor an actual

protest. Rather, it 1s edited stock footage produced by a group based in Ukraine, Tel Aviv, and Thbilisi, and

” ”

posted online accompanied by broad tags including “battle,” “people,” “protest,” and “riot.”” By including
this footage, Lundquist presents minority populations as part of the Freedom Movement’s anti-vax
struggle. Given that the movement saw itself in opposition to the police, their imagined antagonists, the
decontextualized, staged footage lends itself well to such appropriation. Lundquist’s use of racialized
footage highlights the conceptual emptiness of affective signifiers such as freedom and love (associated
with Whiteness) and mobilized racial stereotypes of anger and aggression (associated with Blackness). Like
the footage itself, the apparent inclusiveness of Lundquist’s song is fabricated. Instead of an actual Afro-
Swede, included in the category of the Swedish people, the Black woman is a prop used to make the anti-
vax movement seem inclusive, whilst simultaneously reinforcing racial stereotypes.

Used alongside romantic-nationalist language, the imagery of freedom and proximity to nature
conjures the idea of an anthem—in this context, an anti-vaccine anthem, about “freedom” and for a
Freedom movement. In it, Lundquist dares to stand up and speak truth to authoritarian elites in the name
of the people. Although he presents himself as a medical-populist hero rebelling against dominant
discourses, promulgated by the establishment, so far only a minority of the Swedish public have imagined
him as such. In this sense, Lundquist mirrors the musical nationalism that Benjamin Teitelbaum describes
in his ethnography of the radical right in Sweden: a blending of folk and popular idioms that sacralizing

” <«

“freedom,” “the people,” and “the nation.”” Like Bodin and Gozzi, Lundquist suggests that vaccination
against COVID-19 infringes individual rights. Yet he does so allusively, in contrast to the visceral

depiction of such intrusions in “Aldrig Vaccinera Mig.”

39

7 Paul Taggart, Populism (Open University Press, 2000), 95. See also, Schiller, ““Rocking the Establishment.
7> “Battle, People, Protest, Riot,” clip from Strike, produced by LACOFILMS, n.d., online stock footage, 29 sec., accessed
November 6, 2025, https://artlist.io/stock-footage/clip/battle-people-protest-riot/230036.

76 Benjamin R. Teitelbaum, Lions of the North: Sounds of the New Nordic Radical Nationalism (Oxford University Press,
2017), https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780190212599.001.0001.
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Unlike Bodin and Gozzi’'s EPA-dunk music, which speaks to youthful, rural, and popular (folklig)
Swedishness, Lundquist’s music video presents a supposedly inclusive and egalitarian Swedishness,
grounded in values and nature. His references to medical populism are much more subtle and less direct
than Gozzi and Bodin’s, leading some to defend him as just an “elderly man with guitar,” whom the police
should not have apprehended.” As we have mentioned, however, “Vi ir Fria” is played at events that were
directly connected to Swedish extreme-right organizations. The context in which the song was performed
affords it different meanings and connects its message of “freedom” with the Freedom Movement and its
many implications: freedom from vaccination, freedom from “elites,” and possibly freedom from political
correctness. This freedom entails confronting a supposed medical and political “establishment,” even at
the cost of being arrested and allying with the extreme right.

The fundamentally vague framing of Lundquist’s message spoke to all segments of the Freedom
Movement, from extremists to hippies. It allowed people of different political persuasions, who might not
otherwise have a common cause, to join forces in criticizing the Swedish government and political elites
more generally. For the movement’s less radicalized participants, this was a first step on a path from broad
dissatisfaction and a desire for freedom toward a distrust of supposed elites and conspiratorial thinking.
This path might ultimately bring them into contact with extreme-right groups involved in the movement,
if only temporarily. Still, such contact had the potential to reshape their perception of these groups,
reframing them as possible allies against a “repressive” state at moments of crisis. This is what happened

to Dogge Doggelito.

From Antiracist Hip-Hop to Posing with Neo-Nazis: Dogge Doggelito

The case of the Swedish hip-hop artist and public figure Dogge Doggelito (Douglas Jonathan
Alexander Le6n) shows how medical populism brings people into contact with the Swedish extreme right
and normalizes that association through claims of apoliticality. A household name in Sweden, Doggelito is
a controversial figure. In March 2024, he was making weekly appearances on Swedish Television.” He was
also receiving a lot of negative attention for controversial remarks he made regarding his childhood on the
YouTube Channel “Reallokal.”” Specifically, Doggelito claimed that he and his friends had sexual
intercourse with a fifteen-year-old girl when he was six or seven years old. Laughing, he presented this as a
fun, entertaining story. Despite his transgressive, “politically incorrect” behavior, the attention paid to these
remarks testifies to the breadth of Doggelito’s audience and influence in public discourse. He told this story,
which many in Sweden perceived as disturbing, on his own initiative. At the time of writing, his most recent
public activity was appearing in a song alongside reality-TV stars Samir Badran and Momo Alikar, both of
whom are known more for their television appearances than their musical repertoire.” Largely known for
his controversial remarks and making music regarded as the opposite of “high culture,” Doggelito frequently
“flaunts the low.” Like Lundquist, Doggelito criticized the Swedish government’s handling of the COVID-
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19 pandemic.” He too performed at Freedom Movement events, yet his subsequent radicalization led him
even further into the far right.

Notably, Doggelito’s current political alignments differ significantly from his earlier views. During
the 1990s, his music was explicitly antiracist and spoke of discrimination, inequality, substance abuse, and
poverty in Swedish society.”” The son of a Venezuelan father and Swedish mother, Doggelito grew up in the
suburban area of Norra Botkyrka—a municipality in the greater Stockholm region with one of the largest
migrant populations in Sweden. The Swedish police designated Norra Botkyrka a “vulnerable area” (Utsatt
omride), riven by social problems and criminality.® Doggelito’s breakthrough came in the 1990s with the
pioneering Swedish rap group The Latin Kings, which was then seen as championing an open and
multicultural Swedish society. The Latin Kings have a special place in Swedish music history. Often
described as trailblazers in the country’s rap and hip-hop scene, they were the first commercially successtul
hip-hop collective to use Swedish lyrics. In this way, they opened doors for young talent and influenced the
next generation of local hip-hop artists.* Crucially, The Latin Kings explicitly presented themselves in
opposition to the far-right populist party Ny Demokrati (New Democracy), which enjoyed short-lived
electoral success in the Swedish Parliament during the 1991-94 parliamentary term. The band was also
highly critical of the wave of anti-immigration violence that shocked Sweden in the early 1990s. They were
perceived as the ideological antithesis of the far-right rock band Ultima Thule, whose nationalist music
made it onto the national music charts.* Thus positioned, The Latin Kings came to symbolize—and
advocate for—suburban, multicultural, and heterogeneous Swedishness.®

In stark contrast to this, in a 2019 interview Doggelito stated that over the last twenty-five years
Sweden has lost its way and its identity. Playing on nationalistic, idealized tropes of the past, he elaborated
that “the Sweden” in which his grandma had once lived was now lost and needed to be rebuilt” During the
pandemic, Doggelito described himself as a passionate spokesperson for freedom of expression. Like
Lundquist, he performed at a highly politicized Freedom Movement event, labelled Frihetsmarschen (the
March for Freedom), which involved a torchlight march through Stockholm on October 30, 2021. As its
organizers emphasized, the March for Freedom was directed against “medical apartheid”—a polemical term
referring to the claim that those who refused vaccination against COVID-19 would suffer discrimination in
Swedish society. Doggelito justified his involvement by stating “I perform for everyone who likes Doggelito”
(Jag upptrider for alla som gillar Doggelito), framing himself and his performance as ostensibly apolitical.

Doggelito himself was contracted both to sing and to participate in a fire show as part of the March

81 Anja Bergdahl, “Dogge spelar p4 antivaccinprotest: ‘Jag upptrider for alla som gillar Doggelito,” Flamman, October 14,
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for Freedom.* Among other songs, he performed “Som en Kung i Luthagen” (Like a King in Luthagen,
2019). Made in honor of his late cousin, it tells an emancipatory underdog story set in a suburban
neighborhood of Uppsala, alongside a simple pop sound comprising a ukulele, guitar, drums, and bass. The
lyrics claim that one has nothing to lose—but much to win—by breaking free from personal fears and daring
to be one’s true self such that one can eventually stand strong as a “king.” During the performance, Doggelito
encouraged members of the audience to make noise. Accordingly, they cheered him on. Afterward, someone
yelled “up with Dogge” (upp med Dogge) in approval of his performance and message.” At the March for
Freedom, the song’s message of breaking free and overcoming societal restrictions is readily interpretable as
indirectly referring to government COVID-19 policies. When a journalist asked about his participation in
the event, Doggelito said that “it is nice that there are different viewpoints in these matters, it is important
in a democracy that one can express one’s thoughts and opinions” (det [4r] kul att det finns olika liger 1 de
hir frigorna, det ir viktigt i en demokrati att man fir lufta sina tankar och sikter).”’ Here, he frames the
Freedom Movement as beneficial to democratic processes. Perhaps inadvertently, he neglects to mention its
extreme, antidemocratic aims. He then articulates his suspicion of the COVID-19 vaccine by referring to
the Swine-flu vaccine, which some studies suggest provoked narcolepsy among a notable percentage of
vaccinees.” Although he would consider getting vaccinated if it came in a pill, Doggelito explains, he is
suspicious and afraid of syringes. Not based on medical knowledge, this statement plays on the same fears
associated with syringes that Bodin and Gozzi discourses in their music video. Doggelito therefore publicly
supported vaccine-skeptical discourses and performed at a radical event that promoted medical-populist
ideas. Yet he was also cautious, insinuating medical-populist arguments rather than making explicit
statements like Bodin and Gozzi. Doggelito’s expressive caution and claim to hold prodemocratic values
(despite his avowedly apolitical stance) could have made his radical engagements more acceptable to fans
and the wider public. He sums up his stance by claiming that “one needs to be diplomatic as an artist” (Man
mé3ste vara diplomatisk som artist).”

On the same day as the Freedom March, Doggelito participated in the second iteration of the extreme-
right New Book and Media Fair (Nya Bok och Mediamissan). Organized by The Network in Stockholm,
the event featured Filip Sjostrom and Max Winter (the Freedom Movement’s founders), as well as Erik
Almgqpvist, the radical-right Sweden Democrat and former member of parliament.” As we have mentioned,
Carl Lundstrom (a central figure in The Network) saw conspiracist groups such as the Freedom Movement
as potential recruitment pools for his organization. The fair was presented as a “freer” alternative—and

challenge—to Gothenburg’s annual national book fair. In 2021, all of its profits went to The Blue-Yellow
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Cross (Bligula Korsef), a non-profit organization “for ethnic Swedes.”” Doggelito himself made
commercial videos for the event, summoning his followers to meet him at the fair if they also valued freedom
of speech. At the fair, he posed for photos with Johan Staaf, a known neo-Nazi and major producer of White
power music in Sweden. Staaf has been convicted for posing in SS uniforms and performing the Hitler
salute, among other offenses.” When questioned about this, Doggelito said that he does not ask people if
they are Nazis before taking photos with them.” It should be noted that in the said photo, Doggelito stands
smiling immediately before a booth for White power music. Doggelito complained that the media portrayed
him as right-wing and antisemitic, insisting that “it should not be used against an artist if they are simply
attending a fair or singing a song.”” Meanwhile, the extreme-right magazine Nordfrontironically celebrated
him as a newly outed artist of White power, though the editors also expressed confusion regarding his
attendance at the fair and wrote about him using racist stereotypes.” On the social media platform Reddit,
fans discussed a selfie published in Nordfront featuring Doggelito with Staaf. Most were confused at the
unlikely alliance: “What the hell. Now we have seen it all” (Va i helvete. Nu har man sett allt)."” The fans
write that they seem to have ended up in a parallel universe and reality increasingly feels like a simulation.
“Sometimes reality really feels like a tv-sketch” (Ibland kinns livet verkligen som en tv-sketch), as one user

" Joking about Doggelito and his inconsistent choices, the audience concludes that he must have

put it.
participated in the book fair for the money. Like Doggelito, Bert Karlsson—a former member of parliament
and leading figure in New Democracy—promoted the event through commercial videos. Hence, today
Doggelito has links with a politician belonging to a party that he had explicitly rejected in the 1990s.'” As
this example shows, the cultural networks in which Doggelito participated in during the 2020s are very
different to those in which he was involved in the 1990s.

Medical-populist discourses regarding the COVID-19 pandemic offered many a language with which
to criticize Swedish elites, articulated in the indirect and easily digestible terms of freedom and liberty, rather
than the far right’s more controversial language. Both of the events in which Doggelito participated—the
March for Freedom and New Book and Media Fair—sought to challenge the current political order by
creating separate cultural, political, and media networks and spaces. In this way, they sought to contest
hegemonic cultural and political institutions in Sweden. Doggelito justifies his participation by invoking free

speech and calling on likeminded spirits to join him. Furthermore, he often claims that his choice to associate
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% Nordfronts Redaktion, “Dogge Doggelito—Frin ‘Krossa Rasismen’ till ‘Déd At Z0G,” Nordfront, October 30, 2021,
https://nordfront.se/dogge-doggelito-fran-krossa-rasismen-till-dod-at-zog; Martin Wik, “Nazist i SS-uniform heilade pé
misstiankt svartklubb: Hade ju en maskerad,” Sodra Dalarnes Tidning, March 12, 2022, https.//www.sodran.se/2022-03-
12/har-poserar-nazisten-i-ss-uniform-och-heilar-pa-den-misstankta-svartklubben/.

°7 Hur kan vi?, “177: Jag Frgar Inte Folk Om de Ar Nazister Innan Jag Tar Selfies Med Dem - Dogge Doggelito,” January 4,
2022, YouTube video, 58 min., 28 sec., https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WgXW4LVFyN4.

%8 “Folk siger att jag skulle vara hdger och antisemit . . ., det dr ju sjukt. Man ska inte anvinda det emot folk fér att de 4r med
pé en missa eller sjunger pé en grej.” Trifeh Amini, “Dogge: Darfor ir jag med pa hogerextrema bokmaissan,” Dagens ETC,
October 27, 2021, https://www.etc.se/inrikes/dogge-medverkar-pa-hogerextrem-bokmassa-tungt-att-jag-ar-med.

% Nordfronts Redaktion, “Dogge Doggelito.”

100\WarningSudden4402, comment on Mellanchef, “Tidigare i helgen: Dogge lyckades 6vertriffa vimmelbilderna fr&n hans
antivaccin-spelning,” October 31, 2021, post on the R/Sweden Reddit forum,
https://www.reddit.com/r/sweden/comments/qjkyz0/tidigare i_helgen dogge lyckades_overtriffa/.

19 NotTakingTheShot, comment on Mellanchef, “Tidigare i helgen: Dogge lyckades overtriffa vimmelbilderna frin hans
antivaccin-spelning,” October 31, 2021, post on the R/Sweden Reddit forum,
https://www.reddit.com/r/sweden/comments/qjkyz0/tidigare i_helgen dogge lyckades_overtriffa/.
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with the far right and its politicians is not political. Yet in implicit, indirect, vague, or deniable ways, he
references medical populism and signals his skepticism regarding the use of syringes in vaccination.

As Benjamin Teitelbaum argues, radical-right actors in Scandinavia often appropriate Black and
immigrant musical idioms to express a sense of victimhood and White displacement.'” Dogge Doggelito’s
performances in the extreme-right and anti-vax milieu inverts this logic: In this case, a racialized artist
channels the aftective repertoire of freedom and authenticity, as well as the narrative of the misunderstood
underdog, embedded in conspiratorial, nationalist, and anti-institutional protest culture. As a celebrity and
famous artist who promotes events featuring medical-populist tropes, Doggelito aids the Freedom
Movement and The Network in pursuing their goals, garnering broad mainstream media attention for both
organizations by attending. By passing through the door to radicalization represented by the Freedom
movement, Doggelito ended up aligning himself with the far right. He presented this unexpected alliance
to his fans as an apolitical choice, grounded ultimately in the values of liberty and free speech, showing how

the profoundly ideological nature of medical-populist networks can become obscured in discourse.

Conclusion

In times of intense political change and uncertainty, especially public health crises, populism can
operate as a unifying force. Through empty signifiers and the construction of a common enemy, it mobilizes
opinions in ways that can impact political landscapes. As we have shown in this article, medical-populist
discourse brought together otherwise very different groups in Swedish society that shared perceptions of
reality regarding pandemic politics. Specifically, it allowed them to unite temporarily against common foes:
the Swedish government, national and international elites, medical experts, and their “well behaved,”
“politically correct” followers. These medical-populist discourses could reach various audiences through
different styles of popular music—from explicitly radical and transgressive EPA-dunk, through music
palatable even to those from more progressive alignments, to ostensibly “apolitical” music. It would be hard
to connect the rural, youthful, and explicitly politically “incorrect” style of Gozzi and Bodin’s “Aldrig
Vaccinera Mig” with Lundquist’s ambiguous “Vi ir Fria,” which expressed a desire for freedom packaged in
images of nature and superficial inclusiveness. Nonetheless, Gozzi, Bodin, and Lundquist had the same
views on the pandemic, which they popularized among distinct demographics. As for Doggelito, his
connection to the Swedish extreme right best exemplifies how, in times of crisis, populist discourses have
the potential to redraw political landscapes. It shows how participating in manifestations of medical-populist
dissatisfaction, such as the Freedom Movement, could lead one to view far-right extremists more favorably.
They become not enemies, but allies in a fight for “freedom” (of speech)—a fight that can even be framed
as apolitical.

Considered today, it might seem that the coalitions forged during the period of the Freedom
Movement’s activity, including its musical engagements with medical-populism, are something of the past
or at least dormant. However, in the current political climate, riddled as it is with (real and constructed)
crises, the prevalence of populist framings means that any new emergency could be an opportunity for anti-
institutional networks to resurface with broader appeal. Indeed, future crises might further mainstream the

idea that far-right extremists are heroic freedom fighters combating “the establishment.”

183 Benjamin R. Teitelbaum, “Rap, Reggae, and White Minoritization,” in The Oxford Handbook of Popular Music in the
Nordic Countries, ed. Antti-Ville Kirji and Fabian Holt, Oxford Handbooks (Oxford University Press, 2017), 345-62,
https://doi.org/10.1093/0xfordhb/9780190603908.013.19.
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As previous research has argued, medical populism mobilizes the fear of suffering, which is
rearticulated in terms of a distrust of “elites” (including experts), imagined as trampling on individual
freedoms. This can be seen, for instance, in far-right politicians’ social media activity. In Sweden, music
made it possible for particular understandings of the pandemic to have a broader appeal. Through the
participation of already-popular artists, who became part of the movement, these discourses reframed a
health crisis as a crisis of free speech. Effectively, they created a new space for bringing conspiracy theories
and alt-right groups from the fringes into the mainstream. In an atmosphere of temporary solidarity and to
the tunes of various genres, marking the movement’s breadth, extremism was incorporated into broader
anti-restriction movements. We conclude that, during the pandemic, populism facilitated unexpected
alliances between segments of society that would not previously have been associated with each other,
increasing their reach through popular music. Ultimately, this populism contributed to radicalizing
dissatisfaction, normalizing conspiratorial attitudes, and far-right extremism as heroic resistance to
institutionally imposed limitations and health recommendations. The Swedish case offers valuable insights
for understanding similar movements in other contexts. Still, the full extent to which such networks might

matter for political landscapes remains unclear; perhaps another crisis will reveal their full significance.
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