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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; Gokariksel 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; Fortner 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; Agustin & 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 fur Deutschland) and the left (Blindnis 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-ldriss 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.
etal., 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” (Hakli, 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.

References:

Agnew, J. & Shin, M. (2020) Mapping Populism: Taking Politics to the People. Lanham, Maryland,
United States: Rowman & Littlefield.

Agnew, J. (2021). Anti-federalist federalism: American “populism” and the spatial contradictions of
us government in the time of COVID-19. Geographical Review, 111(4), 510-527.

Agustin, O & Cossarini, P. (2023) The image of the urban people: Visual analysis of the spatialized
demos of left-wing populism in Madrid. Javnost — The Public Latest Articles. DOI:
10.1080/13183222.2023.2170614.

Algan, Y., Guriev, S., Papaioannou, E. & Passari, E. (2017) The European trust crisis and the rise of
populism. Brooking Papers on Economic Activity Fall 2017. DOI: 10.1353/eca.2017.0015.

Anderson, B., & Secor, A. (2022). Propositions on right-wing populism: Available, excessive,
optimistic. Political Geography, 96, 102608.



Andreucci, D. (2017). Populism, hegemony, and the politics of natural resource extraction in Evo
Morales's Bolivia. Antipode 50 (4): 825-845. https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.12373.

Bachmann, V. & Sidaway, J. (2016) Brexit geopolitics. Geoforum 77: 47 — 50.

Bagasra, A.B., Doan, S. & Allen, C.T. (2021) Racial differences in institutional trust and COVID-19
vaccine hesitancy and refusal. BMC Public Health 21: 2104. DOI: 10.1186/s12889-021-12195-5.

Bessner, D. & Sparke, M. (2017). Nazism, neoliberalism, and the Trumpist challenge to democracy.
Environment & Planning A 49 (6): 1214-1223. DOI: 10.1177/0308518X17701429.

Bonikowski, B. (2017) Ethno-nationalist populism and the mobilization of collective resentment. The
British Journal of Sociology 68: S181 — S213.

Bori, P. J., & Gonda, N. (2022). Contradictory populist ecologies: Pro-peasant propaganda and land
grabbing in rural Hungary. Political Geography, 102583.

Bosworth, K. (2020) The People's Climate March: Environmental populism as political genre. Political
Geography 83: 102281. DOI: 10.1016/j.polge0.2020.102281.

Bourdin, S., & Torre, A. (2023). Geography of contestation: A study on the Yellow Vest movement
and the rise of populism in France. Journal of Regional Science, 63(1), 214-235.

Drummond, C. & Fischhoff, B. (2017) Individuals with greater science literacy and education have
more polarized beliefs on controversial science topics. PNAS 114 (36): 9587-9592. DOI:
10.1073/pnas.1704882114.

Essletzbichler, J., & Forcher, J. (2022). “Red Vienna” and the rise of the populist right. European
Urban and Regional Studies, 29(1), 126-141.

Essletzbichler, J., Moser, M., Derndorfer, J., & Staufer-Steinnocher, P. (2021). Spatial variation in
populist right voting in Austria, 2013-2017. Political Geography, 90, 102461.

Fortner, M., Belina, B., & Naumann, M. (2021). The revenge of the village? The geography of right-
wing populist electoral success, anti-politics, and austerity in Germany. Environment and Planning C:
Politics and Space, 39(3), 574-596.

Gokariksel, B., Neubert, C., & Smith, S. (2019). Demographic fever dreams: Fragile masculinity and
population politics in the rise of the global right. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 44
(3): 561 - 587.

Greve, M., Fritsch, M., & Wyrwich, M. (2023). Long-term decline of regions and the rise of populism:
The case of Germany. Journal of Regional Science, 63(2), 409-445.

Hakli, J. (2009). Geographies of trust. In Hakli, J. and Minca, C. (eds.) Social Capital and Urban
Networks of Trust, pp. 23-46). Farnham: Ashgate.

Halvorsen, S., & Torres, F. V. (2022). Articulating Populism in Place: A Relational Comparison of
Kirchnerism in Argentina. Annals of the American Association of Geographers, 112(8), 2195-2211.

Hart, G. (2014) Rethinking the South Africa Crisis: Nationalism, Populism, Hegemony. Athens,
Georgia, United States: University of Georgia Press.

Lizotte, C. (2019) Where are the people? Refocusing political geography on populism. Political
Geography 71: 139 — 141.

Miller-Idriss, C. (2018). The Extreme Gone Mainstream: Commercialization and Far Right Youth
Culture in Germany. Princeton: Princeton University Press.



Moffitt, B. (2016) The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political Style and Representation.
Stanford, California, United States: University of California Press.

Morrill, R. L., & Webster, G. W. (2015). Spatial and political realignment of the U.S. electorate, 1988 -
2012. Political Geography 48 (1): 93-107. DOI: 10.1016/j.polge0.2015.07.002.

Mudde, C. (2004) The populist zeitgeist. Government and Opposition 39: 542-563

Murphy, A. B. (2022). Taking territory seriously in a fluid, topologically varied world: reflections in
the wake of the populist turn and the COVID-19 pandemic. Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human
Geography, 104(1), 27-42.

Rodriguez-Pose, A. (2017) The revenge of the places that don’t matter (and what to do about it).
Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society 11 (1): 189 — 209.

Saguin, K. K. (2022). Urban populist ecologies and Duterte’s politics of discipline in Manila’s Dolomite
Beach. Political Geography, 95, 102553.

Solomon, J., Kaplan, D. & Hancock, L.E. (2021) Expressions of American white ethnonationalism in
support for “Blue Lives Matter.” Geopolitics 26 (3): 946 — 966.

Vinadia, R. (2018, September 24). Le dilemne du parti républicain dans le Wisconsin suite a I'éléction
de Trump. Revue LISA/LISA e-journal, XVI(2), https://doi.org/10.4000/lisa.9759.

Waldron, R. (2021). Housing, place and populism: Towards a research agenda. Environment and
Planning A: Economy and Space, 53(5), 1219-1229.

Withers, C.W.J. (2018) Trust — in geography. Progress in Human Geography 42 (4): 489 — 508. DOI:
10.1177/0309132516688078.

Yazar, M., & Haarstad, H. (2023). Populist far right discursive-institutional tactics in European
regional decarbonization. Political Geography, 105, 102936.



