The Political Spectrum

I. Historical origin of the terms

The terms Left and Right to refer to political affiliation originated early in the French Revolutionary era, and referred originally to the seating arrangements in the various legislative bodies of France. The aristocracy sat on the right of the Speaker (traditionally the seat of honor) and the commoners sat on the Left, hence the terms Right-wing politics and Left-wing politics.

Originally, the defining point on the ideological spectrum was the ancien régime ("old order"). "The Right" thus implied support for aristocratic or royal interests, and the church, while "The Left" implied opposition to these interests. Because the political franchise at the start of the revolution was relatively narrow, the original "Left" represented mainly the interests of the bourgeoisie, the rising capitalist class. At that time, support for laissez-faire capitalism and Free markets were counted as being on the left; today in most Western countries these views would be characterized as being on the Right.

As the franchise expanded over the next decades, it became clear that there was something to the left of that original "Left": the precursors of socialism and communism, advocating the interests of wage-earners and peasants.

II. Determining political spectra

The key assumption of political spectra is that people's views on many issues correlate strongly, or that one essential issue subsumes or dominates all others. For a political spectrum to exist, there must be a range of beliefs. Political systems in which most people fall clearly into one group or another with almost no one in between, such as most nationalist controversies, are not well described by a political spectrum.

In Iran, for instance, a political spectrum might be divided along the issue of the clergy's role in government. Those who believe clerics should have the power to enforce Islamic law are on one end of the spectrum, those who support a secular society are on the other; moderates fall at various points in between. In Taiwan, the political spectrum is defined in terms of Chinese reunification versus Taiwan independence.

Even in issues of nationalism, spectra can exist; for example, in the Basque Country of Spain, Basque nationalists range from the EAJ/PNV, who have engaged in coalition governments with both the socialist PSOE and the conservative Partido Popular, to ETA, which has engaged in armed struggle against the Spanish national government, which they view as an occupying power.

Political spectra can end when one group wins so thoroughly that there is no longer a divergence of opinions. This occurred in the 1960s during the Cultural Revolution in the People's Republic of China in the case between the rightists and the leftists in which the leftists won, or in the late 18th century controversy between the Federalists and the Anti-federalists in the United States. Often in this situation the winners start disagreeing over new issues, and a new political spectrum is created. In some cases, the defeated side can re-appear after several years or several decades, and start the controversy anew.

III. Multiplicity of interpretation of the left-right axis

There are various different opinions about what is actually being measured along this axis, and lines often blur among parties. 

· Equality of outcome (left) versus equality of right (right).

· Redistribution of wealth and income (left), or acceptance of inequalities as a result of the free market (right).

· Whether the government's policy on the economy should be interventionist (left) or laissez-faire (right).

· Support for widened lifestyle choices (left), or support for traditional values (right).

· Whether the state should prioritize equality (left) or liberty (right). Both the left and the right tend to speak in favor of both equality and liberty - but they have different interpretations.

· Whether human nature is more malleable (left) or intrinsic (right).

· Whether the government should promote secularism (left) or religious morality (right).

· Collectivism (left) versus individualism (right).

· Support for internationalism (left), or national interest (right).

These definitions are further blurred by the difference in practice of left and right policies, for example the "leftist" nationalism of Latin America, the "rightist" corporate protectionist policies of the United States, and the individualist philosophy of ideologies like anarcho-capitalism.

IV. Alternative Spectra

The “Traditional” Continuum Model

Communist---Socialist---Progressive---Liberal---Conservative---Libertarian---Fascist

[Radical………………………………………………………………………….Reactionary]

Note: Bend this continuum into a circle and a well-reputed alternative model emerges.
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Poists to remember

1. The Liberal view confisses economic with poliical systems
2. Extremes never meet in reality

3. "Politcal Correctness" equates right-wing thought with left-wing NAZIsm

4. Use the term Freedom, rather than the Marxist term Capitalism ©2000 KGOV.com

See Political Spectrums: Conservative Right-wing




