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The political ontology of post-left populism mediating 
populist form and content in the podcast ‘Markus och 
Malcom’
Tor Hammer

Sociology department, Mid-Sweden University, Sundsvall, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The opposition of form and content haunts both the theories of 
populism and the practice of populists themselves. This paper 
explores an attempt to mediate this contradiction in Markus och 
Malcom, a podcast tied to the Swedish local populist party 
Örebropartiet. I show how Markus och Malcom consider politics 
both as purely formal, as a narrative practice which gives 
a common identity to a multitude of different subjects, and as 
irreducibly defined by its producerist class content in their contra
dictory but original account of the transferiat class. I argue that their 
conception of politics as narration and class are mediated through 
the populist leader whose labor produces the people itself.

Introduction

Part of the difficulty in defining populism is its political ambiguity, with classical populist 
movements such as the American Peoples party or Peronism dodging neat classification 
on a left and right scale. Some scholars have therefore defined populism by its form 
independently of its variegated content. On this account, populism is not about the 
substance of politics, such as its ideological or even policy commitments, but the way that 
politics is expressed. On the other hand, these contents have often been described as 
everything but formal. Indeed, speaking the common-sense of ‘the people’, populism 
concerns itself with the ostensibly material concerns of the common man, forcing us to 
engage with the content of populist politics. As a result, scholars have tended to 
distinguish between the content and the form of populist politics and privileging one 
over the other. Ultimately, this distinction is an ontological question as it concerns the 
being of populist politics. Furthermore, the distinction between the content of populist 
politics and the general shape of that politics poses the question of the very nature of 
politics itself, with Ernesto Laclau famously identifying populism with ‘politics tout 
court.’1 To explore and make sense of the tension between populist form and content it 
is therefore possible that we need to attend to how populist movements try to understand 
the basic features of their own politics, that is, their political ontology. The contradiction 
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between the form and content of populism is especially apparent in what I call post-left 
populism, as it seeks to combine a seemingly materialist producerism with an ‘idealist’ 
idea of essentially discursive political agency. Throughout this article, I argue that the 
contradiction between the content and form of populism must be understood in terms of 
mediation, that is, how populists bridge this contradiction. In this article, I explore the 
attempt to mediate this contradiction through an analysis of the podcast Markus och 
Malcom, a podcast tied to the Swedish post-left populist party Örebropartiet. An analysis 
of the podcast makes possible a window into the ontology of politics that underpins their 
brand of populism. It is on this level, I argue, that we can make sense of how populists are 
driven to mediate the contradiction of form and content in their discourse.

In the next section, I will explore the contradiction between form and content within 
populist studies and outline my understanding of mediation. In the subsequent section, 
I will elaborate on Markus och Malcom, Örebropartiet and what I mean with post-left 
populism. I will also show how podcasts as a medium may be fruitful for the study of 
populism and explain how I have analyzed and collected my data. In the analysis section, 
I will examine how Markus och Malcom has sought to understand politics in formal 
terms as a form of storytelling that brings the people to life while simultaneously arguing 
that politics is rooted a conflict of material interests. Markus och Malcom mediate this 
contradiction between populist form and content by seeing the articulatory practice of 
defining ‘the people’ as a productive activity embodied by the populist leader, uniting the 
purely discursive character of populist mythmaking with material labor.

Mediating populist form and content

As Ballacci and Goodman have recently pointed out, theories of populism are plagued by 
the opposition of form and content.2 Scholars thus tend to define populism either by its 
form or content, each to the detriment of the other. The most dominant mainstream 
account of populism today, that of Cas Mudde and Cristóbal Rovira Kaltwasser, define 
populism through its ideological content. Cognizant of the limits of subsuming widely 
different political movements under the heading of populism, Mudde and Kaltwasser 
define populism as a thin-centered ideology, a term developed by Michael Freeden to 
designate ideologies with weak core concepts. In populist ideology the weak core consists 
of a commitment to the Rousseauian adage that politics ought to express the general will 
of the people combined with a moralistic account of politics that divide society into two 
homogenous and antagonistic camps, the pure and innocent people against the corrupt 
elite.3 While this perspective remains popular, it is unclear whether this can be consid
ered an ideology. Indeed, Freeden himself considers populism to be too poor in content 
to be labeled thin-centered, calling it ‘emaciatedly thin rather than thin-centred.’4 

Populism, then, is too lacking in content to be fully considered an ideology.
Similarly, the failure of earlier attempts at defining populism through its content, such 

as the class content of its social base, led Ernesto Laclau to claim that populism ought to 
be understood as a form.5 Laclau consequently developed his own ontological account of 
populism as a distinctly political logic, if not the very being of politics as such. Essentially, 
Laclau identifies populism with the construction of a popular identity through the 
symbolic division of society into two antagonistic camps.6 Populists, then, render differ
ent social demands equivalent to each other by identifying them with an empty signifier, 
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a signifier without any determinate referent, such as the people which signify little but its 
opposition to the ‘elite’. In fact, the specific signifiers elite and people are inconsequential 
for there to be populism, what matter is that there are signifiers – for example, the body of 
the Leader – that instantiate this equivalential logic and create an antagonistic frontier in 
society.7 Laclau thus define populism by its form since it does not concern its constituent 
elements, but their organization.

Laclau is not alone in addressing populism as a form. Ballacci and Goodman, identify 
other formalist theories of populism such as Pierre Ostiguy’s cultural approach, which 
identify populism with a flaunting of low culture against high culture, and Benjamin 
Moffitt’s performative accounts of populism, which sees populism as a particular style of 
doing politics where the political leader seeks to immediately appeal to and represent the 
people.8 What formalist approaches have in common is ‘the idea that populist style and 
form do not merely represent a political reality, but actively contribute to creating it.’9 

Still Laclau’s work might be considered as the most radical formalist account of popu
lism, as his work severs any necessary relation between the content and its form by 
characterizing populism in terms of a signifying practice that constitutes the people by its 
enunciation.10 Yet this radicalism reveals the limits of Laclau’s formalism, as it tends to 
collapse populism into politics as such, making the empirical study of populism difficult. 
Yannis Stavrakakis recognized the difficulties of operationalizing Laclau’s theory of 
populism early on, leading him to retain references to the people a necessary element 
of the definition of populism, explicitly limiting Laclau’s formalism.11 Indeed, the 
necessary reference to the people indicates an ideological content of populism as the 
rightful rule of the people is unintelligible without an account of popular sovereignty. If 
the content-centered approaches of Mudde overestimates the coherency of populist 
ideology, formalist accounts ‘fails to unpack populism’s implicit ideological content 
and thus to fully understand its political impact.’12 The limit of formalism is thus its 
inability to show why populist forms tend to be related to certain recurring contents, 
whether agents or ideological components.13

As seen already in the work of Stavrakakis the difficulties in defining populism by 
either form or content has increasingly led to attempts to overcome the opposition 
between the two. Ostiguy, Panizza and Moffitt, for example, speak of the necessity of 
theories of populism to link populist form and content.14 Similarly, Arthur Borriello and 
Anton Jäger has criticized the separation of form and content in populism studies, argue 
for a ‘thickening’ of our understanding of populism through its historicization.15 Ballacci 
and Goodman has probably gone the furthest in attempting to overcome this separation 
by addressing populism as neither a question of form or content, but content-forms.16 As 
such they have utilized theories of rhetoric in order to show how content and form 
subsists through each other. Ballacci and Goodman are thus able to show how form and 
content interact in populism with, for example, how the decisionism inherent in defining 
a people implies a particular, extra-formal understanding of sovereignty in terms of the 
univocity and homogeneity of the people.17

While the emphasis on the interrelation between form and content constitutes an 
important advance in theories of populism, it risks obliterating their real contra
diction. Indeed, since at least Aristotle, the distinction of form and content in 
philosophy refer to a split in human cognition, between the sensuous matter 
(content) that we observe and the suprasensous shapes (forms) that makes matter 
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intelligible.18 Form is thus associated with the mind and the timeless truth of ideas, 
while content concerns the historically contingent and malleable nature of matter, 
as seen in how the universal truths of formal logic and mathematics transcends the 
examples in which they incarnate. Indeed, as argued by Hegel, forms in their 
universality are purely negative and must appear through a particular content, yet 
this content, because of its positivity, only gains determinacy through the form that 
is incarnated in it.19 Thus, the mutual dependency of form and content is at the 
same time their mutual opposition, and their unity is therefore necessarily precar
ious and ambivalent. The issue with not foregrounding the contradiction between 
form and content, as Ballacci and Goodman does in their account of content-forms, 
is that it leaves little room for an exploration of how populism operates through the 
separation of content and form, and thus the different ways that populist form and 
content collide and interact. This contradiction between populist form and content 
is readily apparent if we consider the relationship between populism and 
producerism.

Proceeding from Laclau’s formal definition of populism Mark Loeffler has developed 
an account of a common and recurring ideological content of populist politics, 
producerism.20 Producerism sees the community, especially the national community, 
as a community of producers which work together to the benefit of the community as 
a whole.21 It purports a fundamentally moral account of labor and production that 
distinguishes between virtuous producers and the immoral parasites that illegitimately 
live off others labor.22 Producerism sees such parasites as an existential threat to society 
which must be ‘disciplined or eliminated’ for harmony to be restored.23 While produ
cerist reason is present in many populist movements, it is not a necessary feature of all 
populist movement.24 Loefflers account of producerism therefore does not reveal any 
intrinsic connection between producerist content and populism as form, but points to 
their disconnect and even contradiction. Indeed, while populist antagonism is entirely 
independent of its particular content when considered as a form, the antagonism 
expressed by producerism is irreducibly about its material content as it posits 
a fundamental and irreducible clash between material interests. Hence, producerist 
populism necessitates that populist politicians mediate this contradiction.

This is to say that if the separation between form and content is constitutive of 
populism as such, then the question becomes how populist movements can establish 
a relation between the form and content of their politics without fully transcending the 
disconnect between the two. What needs to be established, then, is the unity-in- 
separation of populist form and content, and the question becomes how populist actors 
mediate the form and content of their politics. Populism is thus a highly mediated 
phenomenon, as recognized by Moffitt.25 Indeed, because the people is an empty signifier 
populist politicians must give it content by connecting it with existing social demands 
without ever eradicating its ambiguity.26 Yet this makes populist mediation a strange and 
contradictory form of mediation. As stressed by Moffitt, populist politics needs to appear 
immediate for such a vacuous people to be made present.27 The populist leader thus seeks 
to directly embody the people, giving it the character of what Benjamin Arditi calls 
a ‘virtual immediacy’, that is, a mediated immediacy.28 This is why social media is so 
important for populists, such as the TV for Berlusconi, since they tend to privilege forms 
of media that gives the impression of a direct and intimate relation with its audience.29
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What this shows, however, is that the mediation of populist form and content is not 
only a matter of how to theoretically comprehend populism, but equally a practical issue 
for populist politicians. Indeed, as Ostiguy, Panizza and Moffitt argue, the relation 
between populist form and content is something that ‘[p]opulists, more than any other 
kind of politicians, are highly aware of.’30 Hence the attempt to mediate between populist 
form and content can be observed by studying the recollection of populists themselves, 
especially those that reflect on their own theory and practice. Markus och Malcom 
exhibits exactly this form of reflexivity in their attempt to formulate a theoretically and 
practically coherent post-left populism. In the next section, I will introduce this podcast 
and the way in which I will approach its attempt to mediate between populist form and 
content.

Post-left podcasting – Örebropartiet and Markus och Malcom

The choice of Markus och Malcom is theoretically motivated as it consists of in-depth 
discussions by self-consciously populists on the nature populist politocs. Both the con
tent and form of populist politics is at stake in Markus och Malcom, and we can directly 
study how Markus och Malcom try to mediate the contradiction between form and 
content. I believe that the podcast political orientation, which I label post-left, is espe
cially conductive to such an analysis. I will explicate why Markus och Malcom is a relevant 
case study below while outlining the podcasts and Örebropartiet´s background, before 
then outlining the general structure of the podcast material.

Markus Allard and Malcom Kyeyune started Markus och Malcom in 2015. Both Allard 
and Kyeyune are former chairmen of the Örebro and Uppsala sections of Ung Vänster, 
Vänsterpartiets youth wing, both having been expelled over their alleged support of the 
anti-fascist organization Revolutionära Fronten. After their expulsion in 2014 Allard 
went on to found Örebropartiet, a local party active in both Örebro municipal and county 
politics, of which he is the leader. Örebropartiet has had some success as a local party, 
securing 8% of the vote in council and 4% in the county during the 2022 elections. While 
closely linked to Örebropartiet, Markus och Malcom does not present itself as a simple 
mouthpiece of the party and its policies, but as a general meditation on politics. To the 
extent that local issues figure in the podcast, they are presented as expressing larger 
national concerns. Indeed, while Markus och Malcom emphasize the importance of 
politics being rooted in local communities, this is part of a national vision of politics in 
which the Swedish nation will be reconstituted from the bottom up through local popu
lists’ parties.31 Thus, while Markus och Malcom acts as the Örebropartiets unofficial 
podcast, it deals less with the party’s policy than the vision of politics that informs it. 
Its intended listeners are therefore not primarily the people of Örebro, but a larger 
Swedish audience.

Despite its origins in the left, Örebropartiet have developed institutional ties to the 
Swedish right-populist party Sverigedemokraterna. Kyeyune was a board member of the 
conservative think-tank Oikos with close ties to the Sverigedemokraterna until 2022; while 
Allard worked with the media channel Riks, owned by Sverigedemokraterna, until 
May 2025. Officially, however, the party presents itself as beyond left and right.32 This 
movement away from the left can also been seen in the podcast. Initially Markus och 
Malcom enthusiastically received the rise of European left-populism, especially Syriza.33 
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They soon became disappointed with Syriza, and they would over time distance them
selves from left-populism While becoming become more sympathetic toward the popu
list right.34 This culminated in a total break with the political left, pinpointed by Kyeyune 
to early 2017.35 Still, while Markus och Malcom has vocally disassociated themselves with 
the left, they claim to be a Marxist and communist podcast.36 As such, they see their 
break with the left in terms of a fidelity to these traditions.

It is this political ambiguity, the party’s conscious attempt at trying to overcome the 
distinctions between left and right, that I want to capture by labeling Örebropartiet and 
Markus och Malcom post-left. Still, all politically ambiguous populist movements are not 
post-left. The Five Star Movement in Italy, for example, is generally acknowledged by 
researchers as difficult to classify as either left or right. Andrea Pirro has in this vein 
discussed the Five Star Movement as a form of polyvalent populism, a populism whose 
thin ideological core makes it ‘able to detach itself from any particular ideology, and/or to 
attach itself to diverging but coexisting ideologies.’37 Yet this makes polyvalent populism 
and other approaches that emphasis the weakness of its political content, such as Lorenzo 
Mosca and Filippo Tronconi’s eclectic populism, inappropriate labels for Markus och 
Malcom since it is their desire to develop a coherent populist politics that defines their 
output.38 Rather, I use post-left populism to indicate how Markus och Malcom posits 
their politics in relation to the left, seeking to transcend what they see as its limits while 
retaining its original impetus. In short, they seek to sublate the left and see populism as its 
sublation. This makes their post-left populism particularly open to an engagement with 
the contradiction between populist form and content. For while they seek to develop an 
account of pure populism and are thus inclined to engage with the formal characteristics 
shared between populist parties, they are also compelled to emphasize the material basis 
of politics because of their professed Marxism.

To show how Markus och Malcom mediate between the form and content of their 
populism I focus on the passages in which they discuss their understanding of populist 
politics in general. Episodes have thus been analyzed thematically and sampled purpo
sively, focusing on the episodes where they develop their account of populist politics.39 

The episodes of Markus och Malcom have an average length of a little over an hour but 
have increased in length over time as releases have become more infrequent, totalling 
over 200 episodes over 10 years. Following my thematic sampling, I have chosen not to 
discuss other prevalent themes of the podcast such as masculinity, geopolitics or Islam. 
Similar considerations have guided my translations. For example, I have translated both 
narrativ and berättelse as narrative to show the coherence of their account of narration. 
Yet as berättelse also has other connotations in Swedish, such as story or even history. In 
cases such as this I have kept the Swedish original in parenthesis.

As emphasized by Moffitt populism has been nurtured by the emergence of new media 
that simulate an immediate relationship with its audience, as seen by early 20th century 
populists such as the American populists usage of the radio.40 Podcasts has emerged as 
the rise of new forms of digital and internet-based media has increasingly supplanted the 
media of previous populist movements, such as the TV, and promises an even greater 
levels of intimacy.41 Indeed, Berry speaks of the ‘hyper-intimacy’ of podcasts, noting that 
they tend to be consumed in intimate and everyday settings.42 To this extent Dario 
Linares has in her interrogation of the mediatory function of podcasts stressed the 
‘immediate emotional power’ of podcasts as an aural medium, while Lukasz Swiatek 
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has emphasized how this intimacy allows podcasts to connect different social groups and 
individuals.43 In this way Markus och Malcom has the character of a discussion between 
two close friends, often vulgar, foulmouthed and full of in-jokes. As argued by Moffit, bad 
manners is part of how populist politicians simulate the appearance of a direct connec
tion to its audience, which is why I have included some of the cruder passages in my 
quotations.44

Still while Markus och Malcom, like many other podcasts, gives off the impression of 
listening to a conversation between friends, the discussion is controlled. While Allard 
and Kyeyune have disagreements within the podcast, this is seldom and far between. 
Rather, the discussion appears to follow a script, ensuring that they speak with a common 
voice, with the cohosts taking turns at elaborating a common message rather than 
challenging each other’s views. This is why I cite the podcast itself than the individual 
hosts. While the show is structured as a dialogue between the hosts, it is closer to 
a monologue as its message is transmitted linearly from the hosts to their listeners. The 
immediacy of the podcast is thus mediated. Since the podcast format shapes its content 
Markus och Malcom should not be seen as a neutral vehicle for the transmission of ideas. 
Moreover, podcasts due to their ability to simulate immediacy, appear to be a promising 
media for contemporary populism. Yet little has been written about this relation. In the 
following sections I will seek to address this lacuna, by showing that Markus och Malcom 
constitutes a novel populist intervention with considerable synergy between its medium 
and message, that is, its form and content.

Analysis

In the following three sections I discuss the political ontologies of Markus och Malcom. In 
the first section, I outline Markus och Malcoms’ materialist account of politics which 
considers antagonistic class interest the fundamental determinant of politics. In 
the second section, I will show how the previous account is contradicted by an account 
of politics as a form of narration that is entirely independent of its (class) content. Finally, 
in the third section, I will show how Markus och Malcom mediate this contradiction.

The class content of populism

Since its inception Markus och Malcom has sought to provide a materialist analysis of 
politics. It is foundational to their Marxist politics qua class struggle. Their materialist 
analysis means to elucidate how underlying class interests form the political landscape, 
molding the lines of political conflict and tacitly shaping people’s values and opinions. 
The ‘only questions’ this analysis asks are: ‘what are people’s interests? What are their 
material conditions? And how do these conditions determine people’s decisions?’45 This 
materialist analysis is founded upon the idea that, ultimately, ‘[t]he only thing that exists, 
the only thing that is genuine, is material interests, and that is what politics is founded 
upon.’46 All political phenomena are explained by their material class content. Racism, 
for example, is not about ‘skin color or phenotype. It is about class.’47 It is ‘an explanatory 
model to legitimize class oppression.’48 In the end, ‘there is only class. There is only war. 
There is only class war.’49
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When Markus och Malcom still identified with the left their commitment to 
a politics of class struggle fueled their dissatisfaction with a left they considered 
dominated by identity politics. According to them identity politics disregards 
a materialist analysis by arguing for the irreducibility of all phenomena to class, 
treating interests as the result of culturally determined identities. Yet the opposition 
between identity politics and class politics is ultimately ‘a lie. . . . For identity 
politics is class politics. It is a class politics that is attractive to people who either 
are currently profiting or seeks to profit of the current state of things.’50 This idea 
motivated their break with the left and their post-left populism as they came to 
consider the left as too constrained by its middle-class base to pursue a working- 
class politics. Thus ‘identity politics is no mistake on the part of the left, for it is the 
kind of politics that actually furthers the interests of those who are still a part of 
it.’51 Left and right have consequently lost their meaning as class relations has 
changed:

Right and left used to mean something in the sense that there were real material conflicts 
between the two. They represented different class interests. The left was the extended arm of 
the working class, but now they have moved further and further away, until today, where the 
Left party has become a militant party for the middle classes.52

As Markus och Malcom increasingly comes to see the left as hopelessly wedded to identity 
politics they simultaneously come to see the populist right as todays ‘Leninists.’53 Such 
Leninist sensibilities is expressed by Jimmie Åkesson, party leader of 
Sverigedemokraterna, materialist understanding of politics:

He said this . . . ‘What economic and social classes are there in society? And what objective 
interests do they have? And what classes should we bet on, and which classes should we tell 
to go to hell?’ Maybe we should do the same thing?54

Still, according to Markus och Malcom, the populist right, especially those that see 
populism as a conservative movement, is ultimately constrained by their idealism. This 
is not because Markus och Malcom are against conservative values, but because con
servatives confuse their values with the material conditions they derive from.55 In this 
sense, the populist right is too

stuck in this drawer that says ‘idea’ on it. They can’t walk outside that box . . . because they 
have internalized the notion that politics is the struggle of ideas. It is not the struggle of the 
classes. It’s not the struggle of material interests.56

According to Markus och Malcom, this idealism stops the populist right from becoming 
a fully conscious populist movement. Indeed, ‘you cannot build a strong populist move
ment, . . . a movement of and for the majority of the population [folkflertalet], if you are 
not conscious of their material needs and interests.’57 Markus och Malcom reckon that ‘[l] 
arge segments of the right’s electorate could be won over by a self-consciously Marxist 
populism. This does not mean that it will be a red populism – that is not what I am 
saying – but rather a populism methodologically oriented toward material struggles.’58 

Their aim therefore becomes to elucidate the material basis of such a post-left populist 
movement. Around 2017, this attempt crystalizes into a novel account of Sweden’s class 
structure, that invents the figure of the transferiat to explain the dominant class today. 
The transferiat is,
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if we consider it in strictly objective terms, people who subsist on economic transfers of 
different kinds. It does not even have to be called benefits all the time. But their living is 
simply dependent on economic transfers from a productive part of the population.59

Parasitism is the defining feature of the transferiat. In Marxian terms, their income 
amounts to a state transfer of surplus value from production to consumption, and thus ‘a 
parasitic relation to the productive classes.’60 The plural, classes, indicates that Markus 
och Malcom considers both labor and capital productive. Against socialist critics who 
deny that ‘capitalists are included in some kind of productive part of society’, Markus och 
Malcom retort: ‘Motherfucker, you cannot be a capitalist if you do not have any connec
tion to the productive economy.’61 Because of their direct interests in production ‘both 
capitalists and the working class have opposing interests to the transferiat, and in this 
sense capitalists and the working class have similar interests. They do not want to feed the 
transferiat.’62

The transferiat is meant to capture two different class fractions, a lower-class fraction 
that subsists on social benefits and a middle class-fraction whose work at least in part is 
funded by the state. The latter includes communicators, HBTQ-certifiers, corrupt poli
ticians, and press support funded journalists.63 Markus och Malcom refers to this class 
fraction as the ‘middle-class transferiat’ and the lower-class fraction as the ‘migrant 
transferiat.’64 Both class segments are unified in their dependence on state transfers, 
while neither of the productive classes have any material interests in subsidizing the 
wealth of the transferiat. Thus, the material content of an emerging post-left populist 
movement is producerist, consisting of an alliance of producers against parasites.

Narrative as populist form

As seen above Markus och Malcom consider politics to be based on conflicts of material 
interests rather than ideas. Yet another directly contradictory concept of politics is 
present throughout their podcast. For they are not oblivious to the power of ideas. 
While ‘it is not enough to change people’s minds, you have to dirty your hands to change 
the world’, they are still keen to point out ‘how potent such a change of mind can be.’65 

Indeed, it is ‘what makes it [identity politics] so powerful.’66 The power of the ideas 
extends further than identity politics, and is seen by Markus och Malcom as fundamental 
to ‘politics.’67 Their powers stems from how the ‘brain works by narrativizing (narrati
viserar) things’ in order to abstract from an incessant flow of information and 
impressions.68 Lacking narrative, the defining feature of trauma, ‘the brain breaks 
down.’69 Since narration ‘builds you as a human being, quite simply’ it is constitutive 
of the human subject.70As the world is rendered intelligible through narration what 
matters is its form rather than content: ‘The narrative (narrativet) itself is less important 
than the fact that you have one.’71

Narratives may, however, be structured in different ways. Populism is a particular 
form of narrative that pits the people against the elite. Formally defined ‘populism really 
has two criteria. It is about drawing up a conflict between the elite and the masses, and 
then about explaining political events in an understandable and simplified way.’72 As 
such Markus och Malcom identify populism with politics as such: ‘[a]ccusing someone of 
populism tells you fuck all really, for there is not a single successful political actor, or 
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rather any successful movement, that cannot be accused of being populist.’73 As popu
lism is identified with politics both populism and politics are separated from their 
contents. Markus och Malcom thus identify populist narration with politics itself, claim
ing that ‘all politics is about narration (berättelse).’74

It is in this light that we should consider Markus och Malcoms nationalism. Since the 
beginning Markus och Malcom has argued that contemporary working-class politics need 
to be nationalist: ‘It is clear as hell that we will talk about class, but in our demos class . . . 
we need to like mix it with our demos nation.’75 At this early stage, they argue that post- 
Fordist relations of production has undermined the possibility for working class self- 
identity through casualization and mass unemployment, but later this account is sup
planted by their theory of the transferiat. Still, it shows how the working class is ‘not only 
a material position, but also this culture. But it is a subculture. It is a really small and 
dying subculture.’76 As a result, unlike what Marxists of the past has presumed, the 
working class cannot become the subject that can change society on its own. In other 
words, the working class can no longer independently constitute itself as the people and 
thus becomes a mute and fully substitutable content that must be dressed in national garb 
to become relevant.

Markus och Malcom initially sees nationalism as a weapon of the right that they can 
subvert by giving the nation leftist content. Markus och Malcom are therefore keen to 
point out that their account of nations is one of pure form and do not refer to any ethnic 
substance. According to Markus och Malcom the left in their opposition to nationalism 
do not see that the nation is a pure form without any inherent content, thus mistakenly 
‘attacking the category instead of its content.’77 Rather nation is about the identity of the 
demos: ‘It is about our political subject, if you will, being Swedes or Norwegians, or 
whatever you are. As well as the idea that people within a nation state share a certain 
foundational narrative (berättelse).’78 The meaning of Swedishness is thus not set. We 
might associate it with ethnic features, but

We could just as easily say that solidarity is really fucking Swedish. That we have, within the 
Swedish tradition, always protected a community (gemenskap), we have always fought to 
take care of one another. . . . We could just as easily claim that Swedishness means being for 
equality. We want an equal society. That is Swedish.79

For Markus och Malcom nationalism and populism are both about the constitution of the 
people. To propose a populist or nationalist politics in Sweden essentially means posing 
the question of what constitutes the Swedish people. Narration is thus a constitutive 
practice that creates the very elements it organizes. As such, the people do not preexist its 
utterance; it is what brings it to life.

Form and content mediated

Markus och Malcom’s account is clearly contradictory. On one hand, they approach 
populism and politics in terms of its class content. Here, the people are understood as the 
productive classes of society whose interests are directly antagonistic to the parasitic 
transferiat. Populist politics is thus about its material content, and its central elements, 
the people and its antagonism toward the transferiat preexist their enunciation. On the 
other hand, they also see populism and politics as pure form. In this sense, populist 
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politics is interpreted as a form of narrative that articulates an antagonistic relationship 
between the people and elite. The formal character of this narrative means that it is 
entirely independent of the contents which it organizes. It does not presume any class 
content but creates its own content. There is thus a contradiction between the form and 
content of their post-left populism. Yet Markus och Malcom’s attempt to formulate 
a pure populist politics pushes them to explicitly and implicitly resolve this tension 
through mediation, a contradictory process that pushes them from one side of the 
contradiction to the other, amounting to a movement from the ideality of the material 
to the materiality of the ideal. Firstly, the material class content becomes subsumed by the 
narrative form. Secondly, the narrative form is shown to be a fundamentally productive 
process. Finally, these extremes are then synthesized through the populist leader whose 
hard work appears to immediately embody the people.

The first movement, from the material to the ideal, can be seen in Markus och 
Malcom’s account of the transferiat. For upon closer examination their account of the 
transferiat consistently deviate from a definition based on material interests. It is unclear 
why the lower-class fraction only includes migrants, as it ought to include anyone within 
the social security system – ill, old, disabled and otherwise. Nonetheless Markus och 
Malcom are keen to exclude both Swedish workers on sick leave and Swedish pensioners 
from the transferiat. Similarly, the ‘middle-class transferiat’ should include all public 
sector workers, yet Markus och Malcom wants to exclude doctors from the transferiat. 
Markus och Malcom thus explicate the transferiat as 

. . . administrators, they are senior management figures, the kind of individuals that society 
could do without. Doctors are middle-class people who lives on state transfers, but if we 
removed all of Sweden’s doctors then we would be in trouble. But if we removed all gender 
studies scholars there would be no such issues.80

What defines the transferiat is therefore less the economic characteristic that it subsists 
on economic transfers, but that their work does not contribute to the well-being of the 
nation, which, as we have seen, they see as an ideal community constructed through 
narration. Thus, they slip from an understanding of production in terms of surplus value 
to an understanding of production in terms of a contribution to the imagined commu
nity of the nation. As a result, Markus och Malcom’s critique of class becomes a critique 
of national parasites and thus intimately tied to a nationalist conception of labor.

At the same time Markus och Malcom defines Swedishness through a notion of work 
ethic emerging from the Swedish labor movement and cemented by the hegemony of 
Swedish social democracy. According to this culture, the proverb ‘you don’t work, you 
don’t eat, was the most beautiful thing that could be said, as it meant that no one shall live 
off you.’81 This is why

the revolutionary subject in Sweden is clearly the Swedish working class, primarily the 
ethnic Swedish working class. . . . In a situation where this group has been exploited more 
and more. . . people will eventually – exactly because they are from this culture – say ‘what 
the hell?! Why should I carry this heavy load?’ Things would be different if you were 
schooled in a culture in which it is only natural that you should be exploited, that you 
should make sure to feed these politicians. But we are not schooled in that belief. . . . as 
a hegemonic view, we still think that it is wrong to live off others. You must do right by 
yourself.82
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As a result, pensioners and disabled Swedish workers are already excluded from the 
transferiat as they already worked and bled for the nation. They are from the outset 
already part of the productive community that constitutes the nation, unlike the migrants 
who have yet to do their bit and prove their dedication to this country.

Markus och Malcom thus tend to identify class and nation. Indeed, they even argue 
that they operate at the same ontological order. As such, any attempt to deny the reality of 
the nation equally denies the reality of class:

. . .the point is that class exists, not because there are these class-atoms. Like working-class 
atoms. Rather classes are just make-believe. It is really just make-believe, a social conven
tion. . . . Ideas, this social reality, become material reality. And this material reality creates its 
own social reality. So, like, you can say whatever you want, Swedes do not exist or whatever, 
but then you must realize that, with the kind of argument that the left uses to claim there is 
no such thing as Swedes, you could also say that there are no workers.83

In other words, as narratives that extract a semi-coherent and contingent story from the 
vast flow of sensory inputs, class and nation are ontologically the same. They are naught 
but stories that gain efficacy through their narration. Material interests therefore do not 
preexist narration but is its result.

From this it might seem like that Markus och Malcom materialist analysis 
collapses into their account of populist form. Yet it is rather that both terms 
come to mediate one another. While their producerist understanding of class is 
mediated by their account of narration, as seen above, this understanding of 
narration is also mediated by their producerism. Thus, inverting the previous 
movement Markus och Malcom starts emphasizing the materiality of the ideal. 
This can be gleaned their awareness of the incoherence of the concept of the 
transferiat. Instead of seeing this as a problem, they argue that it speaks to its 
political character. The transferiat is not

tested in the academy or any of that shit. For it is a political concept. It is a tool to be used 
politically, not to write a thesis at Oxford. But when we explain the transferiat and how there 
is an opposition between it and the productive classes things might just go click!84

In other words, as a political concept, what motivates Markus och Malcoms use of the 
transferiat is its political efficacy. It is its ability to resonate with people – to make it go 
click! Its truth value does not derive from its coherence, but from its effects. As a tool the 
effectiveness of a narrative depends on the hands that wields it. It is thus up to the skillful 
labor of the politician to weave a narrative that resonates with the people. Speaking of his 
time as a political organizer Markus argues that,

If you’re going out to recruit, you need to know some rituals. Here is something where 
I know what I’m talking about. You learn a lot of Indian tricks, pun intended. . . . Rituals are 
skills. That’s what it’s all about. Magic is a skill. Magic isn’t magical in that sense.85

In articulating politics as a form of narrative practice akin to magic rituals, Markus och 
Malcom points out its instrumental and productive character. The magic of narration ‘is 
all about getting X to do Y.’86 It is a productive process all ‘about giving people the tools 
to be the kind of political actors you need for your project.’87

The productivity of narrative and its centrality to politics can be seen in Markus och 
Malcom´s understanding of democracy, for according to them
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Democracy is work (jobb). We tend to presume that democracy is like chill – ‘ah, how 
fucking nice, now we can govern more areas of our lives’! But dictatorship is chill, with it we 
can relax and let the experts take care of things. Democracy really means to take responsi
bility, to make claims to govern ever more areas of our lives.88

In this sense the concept of the transferiat is a product of Markus och Malcom work to 
revitalize democracy and produce a new Swedish people. This labor of democracy is 
primarily the work of the populist leader. Markus och Malcom’s attempt to mediate 
between the form of their post-left populism and its producerist content thus culminates 
in Markus as a populist leader. For it is his hard work and leadership that reconcile the 
contradictions of their politics in a pseudo-immediate fashion. Markus och Malcom 
distinguish the work Allard from mainstream politicians. Indeed, the inclusion of main
stream politicians within the middle class transferiat speak to their indolence and it is 
their refusal to take their work serious that has caused the rise of populism. Instead of 
engaging in popular politics they see themselves as expert managers who understand 
politics better than common people. The mainstream politician therefore approaches the 
people with contempt. To them ‘the masses are disgusting, . . . ignorant and do not know 
the universal good of this society.’89 Thus they ‘universalize their subjective standpoint’ 
and treat discontent as ignorance.90 As the mainstream politician refuses the labor of 
politics they cannot produce a people. Instead, they dream of a ‘politics without politics’ 
and ‘a democracy where the people cannot vote.’91

The ideology of the mainstream politician is, however, only a smokescreen for their 
transferiat class interests and works to justify their parasitism.92 Unlike the mainstream 
politicians, Allard

just want to work all the time. I want to like get things done. So, I want to give it 100%. . . . 
Say that you’re collecting signatures . . . Then you must stay outside of the liquor store, in the 
pouring rain, shouting and chasing every damn person. You cannot lose a single person, 
because then you have failed. You must maximize the number of signatures you collect, 
because you must deliver a certain number of signatures within a limited time. The opposite 
of this attitude is to stay at home, beating your flaccid meat (slakrunkar) . . . You are 
completely worthless. You do not work like that. . . . And then there is this middle ground. 
That is, you’re formally on site outside the liquor store chasing names. But you do not gather 
any signatures. You just stand there and watch. . . . This is pretending to work.93

Unlike the mainstream politician the populist leader directly engages with and work hard 
for the people. Markus, as a populist leader, seeks to directly connect with the people 
where they live and work. Moreover, he speaks like them, coarsely and profane, and does 
not shy away from the vulgar. Instead, Allards bad manners point to the real obscenity of 
mainstream politicians, whose idle chatter produce nothing but impotent self- 
gratification. The industrious people can identify themselves with the hard work of the 
populist leader as opposed to the indolence of mainstream politicians. The labor of the 
populist leader consequently constitutes the nation as a coherent whole, for it is through 
it that the leader directly connects with and embody the people. It is their narrative work 
alone that bring people together and make it ‘click.’ In this way, the populist leader does 
not posit themselves above sectional interests but identify their interests with a people 
they themselves create. The labor of the populist leader thus both produces a people and 
confirms the leader’s immediate identity with that people.
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In sum, Markus och Malcom´s mediates populist form and content on three levels. 
First, the narrative form of their populism mediates the producerist content of their 
populism by conceptualizing the class content as the result of narration. Secondly, the 
producerist content mediates the narrative form by conceptualizing this narrative as 
a productive activity. Thirdly, the different poles of the contradiction are harmonized 
through the populist leader whose skillful labor produces a democratic people. The labor 
of the populist leader is thus counterposed to the parasitism of the transferiat politician 
who cannot unite a people and establishes his immediate relation with the people. Labor 
thus becomes the supreme category for Markus och Malcom. It mediates equally between 
the content of their populist politics, in which society is analyzed in terms of production 
and in terms of a struggle between the industrious and the indolent, and the very form of 
populist politics, in which narration is seen as a productive act embodied by the labor of 
the populist leader.

Conclusion

Populism is split along the lines of form and content, with academics approaching 
populism as either a discrete political content or as an overarching form of politics. 
The former approach is limited by the way that populism seems to transcend any specific 
content, while the latter tends to dissolve any deterministic populist content into thin air. 
Ultimately, form and content are inseparable since content is always the content of 
a definite form while forms only appear through the ordering of its content. Yet because 
their relation is contradictory, form and content should be understood in terms of their 
mediation. In Markus och Malcom two opposing political ontologies correspond to the 
contradiction between populist form and content figure. On the one hand, politics is 
defined by its material class content. Here the content of populist politics is producerist, 
pitting an alliance of producers against a parasitic transferiat. On the other hand, politics 
is approached through its form, with politics understood as a narrative practice that 
constitutes political subjects. Here populist politics is formally defined as a particular 
effective form of narrative practice that simplifies the political terrain into a conflict 
between the people and the elite. As a result, Markus och Malcom are driven to mediate 
this contradiction implicitly and explicitly in their political and theoretical discourse. 
This mediation can be summarized as a polar movement between two extremes, from the 
ideality of the material to the materiality of the ideal. Firstly, Markus och Malcom 
subsumes the class content of populism to its form by arguing that class interests are 
constituted by narration. This movement is then turned around as narrative practice is 
interpreted as a productive activity, where the producerist content comes to overdeter
mine its form. These opposing poles are finally synthesized in the figure of the populist 
leader and his labor, establishing a seemingly immediate identity between the leader and 
the people.

Markus och Malcom share their desire to establish an immediate identity between the 
people and the populist leader other populist movements, but what is especially inter
esting is the function of labor in establishing this ‘virtual immediacy.’ This is because it 
mirrors the way that abstract labor mediates modern life in capitalist society.94 Indeed, 
the synthetic function of narrative work is identical to abstract labor’s ability to unify 
disparate use-values as objects of value. The peculiarity of this form of social mediation is 
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that abstract labor only exists through the abstraction of concrete labor on the market. 
The mediated thus appear to be immediate. The similarity of how populism mediates 
between its form and content and how production mediates social life in general could 
help explain the common affinity between populism and producerism, but more impor
tantly it can inform the critique of Markus och Malcom politics and similar populisms. It 
is not enough to point out the contradictory or even false nature of their discourse as its 
meaning is deeply rooted in social forms. From this perspective, Markus och Malcom´s 
view of society and politics as labor is true to the extent that it reflects the way that 
abstract labor constitutes the totality of capitalist society. Since productivity is the 
practically true yardstick of human life and dignity in this society Markus och Malcom 
contempt for ‘parasites’ is an apt apperception of this society’s essence. Yet it is simulta
neously false in the sense that it treats this fact uncritically as a genuine political ontology 
rather than the reflection of a historically determinate form of life.
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