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the political spectrum
There are many different political out-
looks; one may even be tempted to say 
that there as many different political 
outlooks as there are different people.  
Human beings find it convenient to 
group objects into categories, and this 
tendency is displayed just as much in 
describing political opinion as in any 
other field.  While it may be conven-
ient to name political opinions by the 
philosophy or ideology that governs 
them—conservatism, liberalism, social-
ism, etc.—it is sometimes also useful to 
have another measure, which allows us 
to see how these opinions are similar to 
each other: for example, is a conserva-
tive more likely to agree with a socialist 
or a liberal on any particular issue?

You have probably heard people 
talking about ‘left-wing’ and ‘right-
wing’ politics.  These terms are quite 
common, yet very few people under-
stand what they mean.  Moreover, be-
cause these terms are a simplification, 
they are sometimes not the most accu-
rate way to think about politics.  None-
theless, it is worthwhile to understand 
what somebody means when they say 
that a politician is ‘on the left’.

As an introduction which will hope-
fully build a bit of intuition for these 
definitions, read each of the statements 
below.  On a piece of paper, write down 
the number of each statement and 
whether you strongly agree, somewhat 
agree, don’t really care, somewhat dis-
agree, or strongly disagree with that 
statement:

1 Property is theft—everything 
you own is something that some-
one else lacks.

2 Tradition and maintaining one’s 
culture are important political 
goals.

3 The working class, the poor and 
the oppressed are in need of spe-
cial political privilege to compen-
sate for their suffering.

4 The law exists to keep society in 
order and prevent people lapsing 
into savagery.

5 The rich and the upper class 
should share some of their im-
mense wealth with the poor.

6 Law should be based the customs 
of the people, not on theoretical 
ideas about what an ideal state 
might be like.

7 Society would be better if there 
weren’t any difference between 
the rich and the poor, if everyone 
had the same as everyone else.

8 My culture represents the pinna-
cle of human achievement.

9 The only legitimate power is 
power wielded by the people, for 
the people.

10 Rights should not be about mor-
als, but rather about how people 
can be treated by the law.

11 Human beings are all born with a 
set of basic rights, which should 
not be denied to them. 

12 Private property is necessary for 
society to function; if some peo-
ple have more, it is not anyone’s 
place to take it away from them.

13 Progress is always possible, but 
sometimes it needs a revolution 
or sweeping reform to occur.

14 A man’s home is his castle, and 
the individual’s wishes are more 
important than those of the 
group.

15 All people are equal: not just be-
fore the law, but equal in worth 
and value as well.

16 Some people have more value 



than others, whether because of 
their social station or their abil-
ity.

17 Nationalism leads to wars; if all 
the nations on Earth were to join 
hands in peace and unity, the 
world would be a better place.

18 Human beings are, on the whole, 
not perfect or ideal, and the state 
has to take this into account when 
forming laws.  You cannot fight 
human nature.

19 The government has the respon-
sibility to look after the poor, 
through welfare systems, free 
education, free medicine, etc.

20 There always have been and al-
ways will be ‘haves’ and ‘have 
nots’, and this is necessary; it cer-
tainly isn’t wrong.

Now, calculate your ‘score’ as follows 
(and don’t worry, there is nothing like 
‘the higher you score the better’; the 
point here is just to separate out the vari-
ous opinions).  For each of the odd num-
bered questions, score –2 if you strong-
ly agree, –1 if you somewhat agree, 0 if 
you don’t care, 1 if you somewhat disa-
gree, and 2 if you strongly disagree.  For 
each of the even numbered questions it 
works the other way around, so score 
–2 if you strongly disagree, –1 if you 
somewhat disagree, 0 if you don’t care, 
1 if you somewhat agree, and 2 if you 
strongly agree.  Add up your score: you 
should have a number between –40 and 
40.

On the scale below, place a mark at 
the point given by your score (2mm for 
each score point).  Survey a few friends, 
and place (labelled!) marks at the plac-
es which represent their political posi-
tions.
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It must be said that this categorisa-
tion is not fool-proof, but it does give 
an indication of the general pattern of 
beliefs typical of the right, the left, and 
the centre.  

In reality, we often find that par-
ticular individuals or parties which are 
very clearly left or right wing may be-
lieve only certain of the ideas on the list 
above; thus, the Conservative Party in 
the UK, which is ‘right-of-centre’ (i.e. 
slightly right wing), firmly holds 2, 4, 6 
12, and 20 to be important, but is less 
stringent on the others, while the La-
bour Party (a left wing party), thinks 3, 
7, 11 and 13 are crucial, but might think, 
for example, that 1 is going a little bit 
too far.

It is also possible to find a ‘left’ and 
‘right’ wing within individual parties: in 
other words, not everyone in the party 
necessarily believes the same way, so 
the ‘left wing’ of the Labour Party men-
tioned above may well accept 1, but 
the ‘right wing’ of the same party may 
even dispute 11.  Similarly, even Lenin 
declared that some of the Bolsheviks, 
who insisted on ‘too much socialism’ 
were too far on the left to be trusted, 
and wrote a treatise called Left Wing 
Communism: An Infantile Disorder to dis-
credit them!

The terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ are said 
to come from the time just before the 
French Revolution, when the represent-
atives of the ‘third estate’ (the peasants 
etc.) sat on the King’s left in parliament, 
while the nobility and clergy sat on his 
right, so the spatial positions of the par-
ties came to be identified with the opin-
ions they espoused and the arguments 
they raised.

Centre
–40: Left Right: 400


