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Following two momentous events in 2016 – Brexit and the election of Donald Trump in the United

States – “populism” was, briefly, on the lips of everyone whose business it was to comment on

politics. While these two events were indeed ruptures, the sudden and intense focus on populism

fostered a kind of provincialism about the topic, with the media in particular seeming to believe that

it had, like Athena emerging fully grown from the head of Zeus, popped into existence as a coherent

phenomenon. Of course, scholars in many fields, including political science, sociology, ethnic studies

and political psychology, had been tracking the phenomenon for years in settings including but also

far beyond the United States and the United Kingdom, and they have since produced a wealth of

indispensable literature on the topic. There are too many invaluable works on the topic to name

here, even as a representative sample, but suffice it to say that populism has attracted a wealth of

different and sometimes conflicting interpretations that make it both an exciting and bewildering

phenomenon to apprehend.

Nevertheless, a few things can be said with some certainty: populism, at its core, is a

relatively content-agnostic political style – sometimes called a “thin ideology” (e.g. Mudde, 2004) –

that leverages performative invocations of a pure and unified “people” in fundamental opposition to

a corrupt “elite” (Moffitt, 2016). Some definitions stop here, while others go on to include more

formal characteristics such as a fundamentally illiberal outlook (Pappas, 2019). Crucially, populism’s

current strong identification with the political right has led it to sometimes be conflated with

associated political movements and ideologies such as nationalism, nativism and the extreme or far-

right (Bonikowski, 2017). Certainly, those who would rally supporters to particular constructions of

an authentic “people” regularly invoke ethnic, racial, class, cultural and other essentialisms in order

to present the illusion of inviolable unity and nobility beset by a conniving elite, but the connection



between populism and its contemporary fellow travelers is a matter of political contingency, not

essential quality.

Curiously, relative to scholars in other fields, geographers have been rather silent on the

topic of populism until very recently. While the Trump election, in particular, generated a flurry of

ad-hoc commentary (e.g. Bachmann & Sidaway, 2016; Gökarıksel et al., 2019), there were only

scattered attempts to theoretically understand the populist phenomenon and its fellow travelers

from a specifically geographic perspective (see Lizotte, 2019, forthcoming). Despite a number of

insightful contributions on different elements of populism (e.g. Hart, 2014; Morrill & Webster, 2015;

Bessner & Sparke, 2017; Andreucci, 2017; Vinadia, 2018; Agnew & Shin, 2020; Bosworth, 2020;

Agnew, 2021; Bourdin & Torre, 2021; Essletzbichler et al., 2021; Förtner et al., 2021; Solomon et al.,

2021; Waldron, 2021; Anderson & Secor, 2022; Bori & Gonda, 2022; Halvorsen & Torres, 2022;

Essletzbichler & Forcher, 2022; Murphy, 2022; Saguin, 2022; Greve et al., 2023; Yazar & Haarstad,

2023; ), we are collectively still trying to grasp the geographies of populism and populist geographies

on their own terms, rather than interpreting them through derivations of existing theorizations of

space and power.

This special issue of Space & Polity is intended to contribute to filling this gap by providing a

venue for a diverse group of contributors to offer analyses of populism in a similarly diverse set of

contexts, but all similarly rooted in different aspects of the broad geographic tradition. We should

specify that the contributions here exclusively examine right-populism, which is of course not

exhaustive of the populist phenomenon (see, e.g. Bosworth, 2020; Agustín & Cossarini, 2023). Given

the outsize presence of right-populism on the political scene, we chose to narrow down the theme.

Yet the recent elections in Slovakia, for instance, won by the left-populist party Direction - Slovak

Social Democracy (SMER-SSD), with Robert Fico as the party leader, draw attention to the ideological

shuffling taking place in these namely right-wing or left-wing parties and movements that share

many political agendas. As the contributors here demonstrate, populism is endlessly adaptable to a



variety of political aims and movements, and its actually-existing manifestations often trouble the

traditional right-left binary in many ways.

In the first article in the special issue, titled Territorializing threats in nationalist populist

narratives: an Italian perspective on the migration and Covid-19 crises, Anna Casaglia and Raffaella

Coletti turn to Italy to show how the right-populist Lega employed discourses of bordering and

sovereignty as it was alternately part of the governing coalition during a 2019 surge in migrant

crossings of the Mediterranean, and then in the opposition as the still-ongoing Covid-19 pandemic

reached an early peak in Italy. Although in response to two very different events, the discourse

employed by the Lega demonstrates a “fil rouge” of framing Italy’s borders as the final guarantor of

Italian sovereignty and ontological security. What emerges from their analysis is the fundamentally

protean and even tedious nature of the Lega’s discourse, which is revealed to be “vacuous”

variations on a theme that have nevertheless served the Lega – and other right-populist parties,

including the Fratelli d’Italia currently leading the Italian government – well.

In the second paper Border anxieties: populist emotional politics at internal EU borders,

Kristine Beurskens brings the focus to the former East Germany to show how borders are a key

aspect of populist discourse as they operate along rhetorically parallel grievance narratives,

emphasizing distance from elite decision-making on the one hand, and proximity to dangerous

Others on the other. These tropes function to generate powerful emotions of fear, insecurity and

invisibility among populations living in the peripheries of the state, which in turn help generate

electoral success for movements that promise to deliver voters from the insecurity of the

borderland. The recent development in Germany, where populism is growing from both the right

(Alternative für Deutschland) and the left (Bündnis Sahra Wagenknecht), underpins Beurskens’

argument.

In his article Towards a climate-resilient America? Tracing climate-resilient nationhoods in US

climate politics Andrew Telford focuses his analysis on the United States to understand two regimes



of “immunopolitics” under the Barack Obama and Donald Trump presidencies, respectively. Both

invoke resilience as a quintessentially American national quality that fosters a sense of in-group

cohesion at the expense of an out-group marked as non-adaptive and non-resilient. The terms of

this resilience are, of course, radically different: the Obama-era resilience constitutes itself through a

partially neoliberal conception of resilience to climate change, while the Trump-era resilience

instead casts American self-preservation as populist resistance to climate change adaptation, as well

as the elites who insist on mitigation strategies that threaten “quintessentially American” – i.e.

coded as white and masculinist – resource extraction-dependent jobs. The topicality of Telfords’

article is indisputable given the approaching elections.

The final full-length article is co-authored by us editors, Chris Lizotte and Kirsi Pauliina Kallio,

under the title Youth far-right politics in Finland as a form of lived citizenship. In our paper, we

discuss the youth auxiliary of Finland’s populist-right parliamentary party to expand the subfield of

the geographies of children and youth to previously unexplored terrain: youth conservative politics.

While childhood and youth geographers have extensively explored the spaces and spatialities of

young people’s political engagement, the scholarship has framed this political engagement

overwhelmingly as (radically) progressive, glossing over the considerable youth presence in

contemporary mainstream and extreme right-wing movements. To be sure, other fields have

examined youth participation in far-right movements (e.g. Miller-Idriss 2018). However, the

emphasis here has been on non-parliamentary, usually skinhead or overtly racist movements, while

groups and movements that sit at the intersection of respectability and transgression have been less

examined. At the same time, in many Western countries young people with a right-wing mindset

have found their way to parliamentary politics.

Finally, Anthony Ince’s provocation piece 'Fishhook populism'? From the liberal centre to the

far right and back again tackles the issue of populist ideologies, and specifically the role of centrism

in the mainstreaming of the far-right. He presents three mechanisms through which right-wing



populism is currently being made more presentable and acceptable in liberal democracies. In many

of the articles included in this special issue such mainstreaming tendencies can be identified. While

Ince does not overlook the fundamental differences between the political centre and the populist

right, similarly to Beurskens, and Lizotte and Kallio, he urges us to examine more carefully the

foundations of right-populism within the ordinary spaces and practices of everyday life where

political change is happening. We hope that this encouragement will inspire geographers to study

more closely, in different national contexts, the mundane political change.

Between the time this special issue was conceived and its appearance in print, major world-

historical events have occurred, first in the form of the Covid-19 pandemic, then in brutal violent

conflicts in the region connecting Northern Africa, the Middle East, and Europe. The Tigray war in

Ethiopia (in connection with Eritrea) broke out in 2020, leading to a vast humanitarian crisis that did

not end with a 2022 peace treaty, resulting in millions of refugees and internally displaced people in

addition to the people directly harmed by the violence. In 2022, the ongoing war in Ukraine began,

following a decade-long Russian invasion of the country. Last year an Islamist insurgency began in

the region of Maghreb, in Algeria. This year, we have first seen the beginning of an alarming civil war

in Sudan, and later the internal conflict in Israel/Palestine targeting mostly civilian populations on

both sides, triggered by Hamas’ brutally murderous surprise attack and continued with Israel’s

massively destructive response in Gaza which, in some ways, echoes the Nakba. While these violent

conflicts are surely influencing populist politics in Europe, the US, and beyond, we wish to take a

moment to draw attention to the perhaps less apparent lasting impacts of the Covid pandemic.

Beyond being a delaying factor in the production of this special issue, the Covid-19 pandemic

has captured much media and scholarly attention while, however, tending to interpret it in terms

other than populism. Resistance to state-mandated measures to stem the spread of Covid, for

instance, has been analyzed in terms of political polarization and the spread of misinformation and

conspiracy theories on social media, but not necessarily as an extension of the populist resistance



against elites that characterized the mid-to-late 2010s. Has populism’s political star fallen, to be

replaced by a new set of movements? Perhaps, but more likely, what we are witnessing is rather a

shift in discursive emphasis rather than an actual paradigm shift. Although it is too early to tell for

sure, what may be happening is a transferring of popular disgust with a perceived elite capture of

epistemic institutions from narratives concerning immigration to those involving public health.

While the disruptions caused by the pandemic have many causes, it is apparent that the

(mis)management of the pandemic across several national contexts helped deepen the ongoing

polarization of trust in epistemic institutions along several axes, including demographic

characteristics and levels of educational attainment (e.g. Drummond & Fischhoff, 2017; Bagasra, A.B.

et al., 2021). Indeed, while the role played by declining interpersonal and institutional trust in the

rise of populist politics has been noted (e.g. Algan et al., 2017), the role of trust as a guarantor of

conditions of pluralist liberal democracy remains somewhat undertheorized. Populist geographies

could hence have much to learn from the theorization on “geographies of trust” (Häkli, 2009;

Withers, 2018).  Because it is more than likely that a form of politics that claims the legitimacy of a

“people’s” sovereignty will continue to be hegemonic, it is vital that we continue to track populist

geographies and the geographies of populism into the future, so that we can be vigilant for

demagogues who claim to speak in “our” name.
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