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The terms “left-wing” and “right-wing”, “liberal” and “conservative”, can cause great confusion in comparative politics, because they can mean completely different things depending on the subject.  Usually, these terms refer to either a “more change v. less change” scenario, or to more socialism v. whatever the alternatives are in the nation described (thus “right-wing” could be used to label as diverse groups as advocates of feudalistic hierarchy and privilege, fascists, and classical liberal proponents of constitutionalism and free market economics).   None of the following spectrums is perfect.
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This works well if you ignore all other labels.  A major problem with this spectrum is that groups who want change or “progress” may simultaneously be called conservatives (example: American proponents of SDI or Social Security privatization). Groups that want to defend the status quo may otherwise be called liberals or “progressives” (opponents of new Free Trade initiatives, SDI, welfare reform…).  In fact, the old-line communists who opposed reforms during the fall of  the Soviet Union were often called “conservatives”, even though communism is supposed to be the ultimate leftist ideology.  Yet American conservatives are considered “right-wing” because they tend to favor more capitalism and less government!
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The standard political spectrum puts communism at the extreme left, and fascism or nazism at the extreme right.  In the center is democratic government.  One can say that a group or ideology moves farther left the more it calls for “social justice”: equalization and government provided economic security.  Problems: where does an anarchist fit into this spectrum?  And how does an individualist, bourgeoisie conservative who champions limited government and free markets somehow become a monarchist or fascist if he believes in greater doses of individualism and capitalism?  
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This spectrum emphasizes the opposing forces of government control and individual rights.  On one extreme is Total Government in all its forms, and on the other extreme is no government: anarchy.  In between is the full spectrum of more v. less government involvement in one’s life.  A problem with this system is that, as with the other systems, very different politics can be categorized together ( example: feudalism and socialism).








