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ABSTRACT: Political spectrum, mainly left-right one-dimensional axis even thought driven from the field of political theory and 

moved smoothly to the field of political struggle. 21st century is marked by the rise of populism and polarization. The two highly 

researched and debated phenomenon’s affecting democracy in Europe and collective West. One of the drivers of polarization and 

populism are framing and disinformation. The way one is presented on the spectrum and way of usage of the most popular models 

of political spectrum shows that political science is in need of new – politely neutral and based on political theory and philosophy 

models. Models in which a left-right axis(es) will be treated as a subject of study not a model of classification itself. Them main 

aim of this article is to present a way of modelling political spectrum accordingly to the classical political theory and philosophy 

and how to apply left-right axis(es) as a subject of study whin several political systems. 

KEYWORDS: political spectrum; left-right; political theory; methodology; political triangle. 

1. Introduction

Today’s Europe is struggling with polarization and the rise of populism. One of the engines of those 

processes is framing and modelling a political spectrum in a way that might fit one agenda. Politicians are 

trying to frame their opponents as leftists or rightists to heat the debate. The most popular left-right spectrum—

the central hypothesis of this paper—transferred from political theory to political life. It is one of the engines 

of disinformation and a driver for further polarization. 

This dichotomous division had some theoretical foundations retroactively added - the accidental deploy-

ment of members of the French parliament at the end of the 18th century could not be regarded as such. This 

division, provided with many theoretical frames, usually served - and still serves - primarily to impose a spe-

cific framework on the political debate and not an impartial classification of entities on the political scene.  

Inhabitants of the so-called former Eastern Bloc have been exposed to the influence of propaganda that 

implied the extreme right must have been seen as the fascists who are the extreme opposite of the communists. 

Alternatively, the spectrum went from liberals to communists. In both cases, supplementing the dichotomy 

with the third element in the centre causes even more complications. Are individualism and liberalism a middle 
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ground between fascism and communism? Alternatively, is social liberalism a middle ground between liber-

alism and communism? This last one seems right, but where should conservatism be put on a spectrum 

stretched from liberalism to communism? It is not between those two extremes of that module, nor should we 

put it out of the spectrum. 

The left-right spectrum brings much trouble, yet it is one of the most significant divisions in the realm of 

politics. The realm of politics, as one of the hypotheses of this paper, is that this concept is and should be 

utilized in the political practice as a tool for framing and struggle for power, not as a model of classification. 

Various variants of the left-right spectrum and their origins should be treated as a subject of study, not a means 

of scientific description. The new theoretical model of the political spectrum based on the classical divisions 

driven by political philosophy should be introduced to do so. A model allowing comparative studies will bring 

a unified way of classification as models based on the left-right spectrum only apply on a case-by-case basis. 

e.g. the American political spectrum and its division are inconsistent with those of European states. A model 

that will simultaneously not abandon left-right division but introduce it as an additional level of analysis rather 

than classification. 

 

2. Left and Right 

 

The dilemma of providing division between left and right was resolved in at least three ways from the 

mid-20th century. The first consisted of ignoring the aporias inherent in the linear model and focusing only 

on those elements of a specific, usually national, political spectrum that could be described in this model. 

Thus, in the US, the axis from left to right has been stretched from Democrats to Republicans; in Poland, for 

the past two decades, the axis has stretched from the Democratic Left Alliance and smaller socialist parties to 

Law and Justice. In both cases, the parties that cannot be easily included in the division axis written in this 

way are ignored or presented as extreme.  Effectively, those parties were out of the spectrum; for example, the 

Polish alliance of nationalists and liberals, which was the Confederation, was presented as far-right. Whereas 

it was not a left-wing party, it was also not more right-wing than Law and Justice, as the central axis of the 

Polish spectrum was stretched from socialist post-communist parties to social-conservative post-solidarity 

party. Party like Confederacy was an anomaly, but as it was not present for many years in the parliament, it 

could have been omitted in the equation - just like so-called third parties in the US. 

The second way was to reject the traditional dichotomous model and introduce a second division axis. A 

classic solution in this regard was proposed by David Nolan. In his model of the political spectrum, the fol-

lowing were examined simultaneously: the intensity of the level of personal and economic freedom. In a more 

recent proposal by Brian Patrick Mitchell (Mitchell 2006), the intensity of kratos, that is power understood as 
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force, and the arche that is power understood as recognition of position1 were investigated. In both cases, the 

depth of analysis is limited by referring to only one aspect of the policy - albeit in two dimensions. In the first 

case, it is a reference to the liberal-based (Nolan was an active member of the American Liberal Party) concept 

of freedom, in the second, to two dimensions of power. 

The third method rejected the dichotomous division and introduced a second dimension to analyse the 

most important variable, allowing for classification. In this variant, theorists referred to classical concepts in 

political philosophy. This, in turn, allowed for adopting a multi-faceted analysis of the political spectrum. A 

classic solution to this trend was the sketch proposed by Friedrich August von Hayek in the essay Why I am 

not a Conservative. In it, the author pointed to a consensus that ideologies can, in principle, be classified into 

three great concepts: liberalism, conservatism, and socialism. As for the former, he insisted on abandoning the 

label of libertarianism, which was supposed to have an element of artificiality. Libertarianism as the name, as 

Hayek pointed out, appeared in connection with the takeover of the label "liberal" in the US by social liberals. 

As for conservatism, Hayek pointed out that this is an ideology doomed to follow the paths of other ideologies 

- because, over time, the long duration of domination of, for example, doctrines from the spectrum of socialist 

ideologies will cause conservatives to shift towards social solutions. In his essay, Hayek did not see conserv-

atism's potential as a mature and autonomous ideology. He mixed two approaches to the concept. On the one 

hand, conservatism can be defined precisely in terms of the foundations of philosophical anthropology and its 

axiology. 

On the other hand, conservatism may mean obscurantism and attachment to social institutions known for 

years, regardless of whether they arise from conservative, liberal, or socialist premises. In this approach - as 

shown by the paradox of Hayek's thinking about conservatism - Maoists opposing the reformist tendencies in 

the PRC should be viewed as conservatives. Another author who strongly referred to the anthropological vi-

sion and three model solutions in political order was Rudolph Rummel. In his work, he referred to original 

concepts of social order rather than traditional ideologies. 

 

3. Niche debate of the 60s 

The absence of a debate on the model of the political spectrum itself in the mainstream of political science 

causes the need to refer to niche publications that refer to this issue in a significant way. An example of this 

 
1 The two-dimensionality of power was also the subject of analysis by Polish theoreticians at the end of the 20th century. 

The most important book in this regard was Jan Baszkiewicz's book, published for the first time in 1999. It divides the 

phenomenon of power into its soft (authority) and hard (coercion) dimensions. The author made a historical analysis of 

the phenomenon of power, starting from feudal Europe and ending with the processes of democratization. The work has 

never been translated into English. 
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type of publication was the 1967-68 series of articles on policy theory published in The Rampart Journal of 

Individualist Thought2. The authors of individual texts discussed alternative models of the political spectrum. 

L. McGann, pointing to the imperfection of the model extended to two totalitarianisms, that is fascism and 

communism, and proposed a circular model. It was supposed to reflect the approaching extremes to the extent 

that they promoted totalitarian solutions (McGann 1967). This proposal, significantly criticized by subsequent 

authors, became a source of debate on various variants of the model of the political spectrum. M.C. Bryson, 

W.R. McDill proposed adding a second axis to the left-right axis, stretching from anarchy to statism. At the 

same time, the authors did not specify exactly what the left and right in their view should be (Bryson, McDill 

1968). What seems to be very valuable in their work, however, is the described thought experiment that re-

quires an examination of the way the political spectrum is perceived by the internal observer. They pointed 

out that for an observer whose views place him ideally in the center of the model, a Republican conservative 

would be perceived as the right and a liberal Democrat as the left. Both will seem distant to him, perhaps he 

will even perceive their positions as extremes stretched on an axis in which he is the center. However, when 

we add fascists and communists to the spectrum, the perspective will change dramatically. An internal ob-

server finds the Republican and Democrat positions close to his own. This thought about the need to separate 

the perspective of the internal observer from the politically neutral analysis of the researcher of the political 

spectrum remains a key element for the political spectrum model presented below.  

The other propositions presented in a series of articles in the Rampart Journal departed further and further 

from useful forms of simplifying reality for the needs of the model. B.H. Hall (Hall 1968) proposed a model 

based on the formula of "eight", in which he dealt with the problem of positioning on the line indicating the 

intensity of a specific feature of various political doctrines. D.O. Miles (Miles 1968) developed the circular 

model ultimately transforming it into a spherical projection, where the extremes of the model were described 

as the poles of the sphere. 

 

4. Constructing New Model 

The starting point for the proposed new model of the political spectrum was:  

1. recognition of the multifaceted nature of political doctrines classified on the model;  

2. recognition of the need to refer to the classical findings of the philosophy of politics  

3. recognition of the need to distinguish the perspective of the internal observer from the objective (or 

 
2 This journal was associated with the libertarian milieu centered around Robert LeFevre. LeFevre founded Rampart 

College in 1956 as a libertarian educational institution. Currently, the Rampart Journal is available on the website of the 

Misses Institute as a part of the public domain. 
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intersubjective) research perspective. 

 The first assumption forced a reference to the classic division in Polish political science into ideologies 

and political doctrines contained in them and to the recognition that ideologies remain comprehensive and 

coherent sets of visions in the field of philosophical anthropology (concerning the human condition) and axi-

ological systems. While lecturing on the methodology of political science, F. Ryszka (Ryszka 1984: 200; 

Eatwell: 2004) pointed to the need to distinguish between ideology and political doctrines. The first is abstract 

and does not consider implementing specific philosophical assumptions into political practice. Developing the 

author's thought, it should be noted that in this approach, ideologies are, in a way, Weber's ideal types (Załęski 

2010: 319), which to varying degrees are implemented by specific political doctrines. H. Izdebski (Izdebski 

2011: 125–155). When analyzing what could be defined by doctrines, he uses the term "schools of political 

thinking". It seems close to the term used by M. Freeden, which is "political thinking" (Freeden 2013). The 

latter, however, builds his concept in opposition to the theory and philosophy of politics. However, the term 

"political doctrine" is worth considering in terms of the guidelines of both Izdebski and Freeden. Both of them 

touch on the essence of this phenomenon, i.e., these are specific schools of political thinking - a practical 

approach to the organization of political life, which emerge from larger currents that we define as ideologies. 

In this approach, liberalism as an ideology, of course, remains one, but there are many liberalisms understood 

as doctrines presented by specific schools of thought or individual thinkers. We thus have the liberalism of 

Locke, Dworkin, Rorty, or Nozick. The libertarianism of the latter will, in the presented approach, be treated 

as one of the doctrines within the family of liberal ideologies. Incidentally, it is worth emphasizing that the 

Polish school of political science introduces a clear distinction between the theory and philosophy of politics. 

The former is not related to normative statements. It indicates a framework for conducting analyses within the 

scientific discipline of political science. On the other hand, the philosophy of politics or political philosophy 

is a set of normative statements and, therefore, unverifiable or impossible to undergo a falsification test in 

Popper's approach. This remark is essential because it allows the implementation of the new model of distin-

guishing between the internal observer involved in ideological and normative thinking from the objective 

analysis of the researcher using the model in the study. 

In terms of the second assumption, the construction of the model refers to the consensus among Polish 

researchers of political philosophy (as well as Hayek mentioned above)  as to the possibility of selecting three 

basic, internally coherent, and significantly different ideologies, i.e. liberalism, socialism, and conservatism 

(Izdebski 2012). Based on this assumption, for the needs of the model, the reconstruction of anthropological 

and axiological visions specific to each identified ideal type had to be reconstructed. A model analysis in this 

respect was carried out by P. Przybysz (Przybysz 1997). He pointed out that assumptions in the field of phil-
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osophical anthropology, such as the rationality and autonomy of the individual or the principle of self-owner-

ship, translate directly into an axiological system in which values such as freedom or individual property 

remain central. 

Using the model of analysis and, at the same time, a comprehensive solution in the field of the description 

of anthropology and liberal axiology, it is possible to make identical reconstruction with regard to the other 

two ideologies, i.e. socialism and conservatism. The reconstruction of the anthropological vision could have 

been made based on Hayek's findings (Hayek 2013: 34-50). In his work, he pointed to two alternative ap-

proaches to the human condition that directly affect how the socio-political order emerges. While liberals 

believe in the human mind's limitation and at the same time that each individual, based on the limited data he 

possesses, will act rationally to make gains on his side, socialists believe that individuals can make wrong 

decisions. For this reason, a group of sages who will plan a specific order that protects the less fortunate should 

be selected. By developing his thought, Hayek introduces the dichotomy of cosmos-spontaneous order and 

taxis-created order. Both orders express the practical operation of anthropological assumptions concerning the 

human condition. Proponents of the spontaneous order do not believe in the power of the human mind. How-

ever, they believe in the rationality of individuals and, thus, in the power of dispersed knowledge, which will 

be manifested in the principle of an invisible hand (Nozick 1974). On the contrary, the followers of the created 

order believe in the need to base the social order on the plan chosen by the sages. They believe in creating a 

system to reduce suffering and ensure a comfortable life. Hayek, rejecting conservatism as a mature ideology, 

did not consider the third anthropology and the socio-political order that emerged from it. However, keeping 

the Greek naming convention, the term harmony can be proposed as a term for an order that would be appro-

priate for conservatives. In this case, the source of the socio-political order would not be man, but either a 

sacred tradition (that is, the empirical experience of past generations) or a divine being. Such approaches 

indicate that in philosophical anthropology, conservatism, unlike liberalism and socialism, which are based 

on the assumptions of materialism, will be the only transcendent ideology. This finding coincides with the 

conservative critique of liberalism and socialism, which at the same time were condemned as materialistic 

ideologies by the Social Teaching of the Catholic Church expressed in papal encyclicals (Leo XIII 1891). 

Thus, three ideal types, pure ideologies, will consist of socialism related to materialism, the postulate of 

equality and collectivism, and the basis of social structures on formal bonds, i.e. close to the Gesellschaft 

concept (Tönnies 1988). Liberalism is associated with materialism, the postulate of freedom, individualism 

correlated with it, and interactions in society based on rational efforts to achieve. Conservatism is related to 

transcendence, the postulate of individual autonomy within a hierarchical community structure close to the 

Gemeinschaft concept (Tönnies 1988), and interactions related to the feeling of solidarity. 

The three ideal types, in Weber's terms, become the basis for drawing the framework for the model of the 
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political spectrum. Thus, according to the findings of Hayek and Rummel, it takes the shape of a triangle. 

However, the complexity and multiplicity of the political doctrines subject to classification force to supple-

ment the catalogue of ideologies defined after A. Heywood (Heywood 2017) and R. Eatwell (Eatwell 2004) 

as a relatively coherent set of empirical facts, normative beliefs and thoughts, focusing on the problem of 

human nature, historical processes and socio-political solutions, being a product of collective thought and 

should be treated as an "ideal type". The addition is related to the description of points located halfway between 

pure ideologies. In this way, it is possible to point to specific points in the presented model - in which those 

schools of thought will be classified as equally referring to the concepts specific to two ideologies while con-

tradicting the third. These three syncretic ideologies are commonly recognized in political science literature: 

social liberalism, liberal conservatism and described by J.H. de Soto (de Soto 2010) social-conservatism. As 

syncretic ideologies, they will point to a contradictory ideology for the third, i.e., the one from which they do 

not draw, which is pure ideology. When referring to formal logic, these are in a mutual relation of opposites 

or contradictions. 

As syncretic ideologies derive from coherent sets of views on humans and the system of values, they must 

refer to the reinterpreted concepts typical of pure ideologies. Thus, sets of anthropological and axiological 

views appropriate to them will be characterized by less internal coherence, which is graphically represented 

on the model, in which the centre is a point equidistant from each of the ideal types, thus indicating the place 

where the classified doctrines should be equal to draw from all pure ideologies and thus inevitably fall into 

aporias. 

The problem of constructing an axiological system or an anthropological vision of one of the syncretic 

ideologies can be traced to the example of the need to redefine the classical concept of liberty, i.e. liberty in a 

negative sense (Nelson 2005; Podoksik 2010) to create a coherent social-liberal vision. An attempt to combine 

such values as equality and liberty is possible by redefining the classical definition of freedom towards positive 

liberty (Berlin 1990). 

The result of the construction carried out according to the above scheme is a model on a triangle plan, in 

which three reference points were marked, which are pure ideologies - fully coherent, and at the points of 

incidence of the height of the triangle - syncretic ideologies that are opposing pure ideologies. In the centre, a 

point is described as non-ideology, a set of anthropological and axiological statements contradicting ideology, 

drawing simultaneously from three basic visions and thus inevitably falling into aporias. To this point, the 

places describing syncretic ideologies are at the same time twice as close as the points describing pure ideo-

logies. This reflects each of them's level of internal consistency. The gravity point marked as non-ideology is 

also the one that - remains only as a hypothesis - should be approached by populisms of various flavors. 
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Scheme 1 – Ideological Triangle 

 

Source: own work 

 

The thin curvy lines are provided to represent proposed fields of pure and syncretic ideologies – to make 

it easier to classify doctrines/political programs on the two dimensional spectrum. 

What can be classified on such a political spectrum is, in the first place, political doctrines or schools of 

political thought. Thus, the doctrine of Locke, Rousseau, Notzick, Marks, Rawls, or Oakshoot. Secondly, 

following the assumptions already mentioned (driven by the Polish school of political theory), political pro-

grams as operationalized political doctrines may also be subject to classification. Thus, the model can be used 

in the same way as linear left-right models or biaxial models, but the classification will not be limited to testing 
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the intensity of one indicator or one indicator in two dimensions and will require an in-depth qualitative in an 

optimal scheme or quantitative analysis if one wants to indicate the position on the political spectrum of re-

spondents, similar to the tests of political proximity popular since the end of the 20th century (e.g. Idealog 

web app). 

 

5. Left-Right Spectrum 

The described model as a whole can only be related to the third assumption, i.e. the need to consider the 

relative perception of the spectrum by the internal observer. The division into left and right has determined 

the spectrum of political behaviour for over two hundred years. In political science for years, one can boldly 

add that there has been a dispute over the legitimacy of this classical division of the political spectrum for 

several decades. For this reason alone, including the left-right dichotomy in the presented model seems justi-

fied. However, it will indicate different possible understandings of the left-right spectrum. That will provide 

a second level of classification applicable to political systems on a case-by-case basis. The political doctrines 

and programs of given parties can be classified, and how the central political axis is drawn can be specified. 

The left-right spectrum is becoming a new subject of study (comparative study), not a model of objective 

classification. A new way of understanding the left-right spectrum can also provide a new understanding of 

the political system and how political actors are using this axis to frame political opponents or build a narrative 

for political campaigns. 

In such a case, this division between left and right will be a subjective element, i.e., it will determine the 

perspective appropriate to individual observers who are already on the political spectrum, not those who study 

it as non-involved researchers. However, the dichotomy will be introduced as a reference point for the ongoing 

political struggle, not for a neutral analytical description. It was in this spirit of scholars such as Norberto 

Bobbio (Bobbio 1993: 29-30). The choice of the axis introducing the division into left and right depends on 

the position of the inner observer each time. Thus, the dichotomy becomes, in fact, a heuristic-simplified 

inference, allowing an internal observer, a person involved in a political dispute, to make a quick, though not 

always entirely accurate, differentiation into the basic category according to Carl Schmitt (Schmitt 1996). 
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Scheme 2 – Left-Right Axis Variants 

 

 

Source: own work 

 

The first variant is marked with a letter. "A" illustrates the axis of the dispute between the Social Liberals 

and the Conservatives. In this case, the Social Liberals will be taken for the left and the conservatives for the 

right. This kind of axis of dispute is usually created in the case of disputes between, e.g. nationalist and gender 

movements. For building a narrative, it does not matter whether the indicated subjects of political life are 

objectively positioned at the extreme points of the axis or whether they deviate from it towards either socialism 

or liberalism. Self-identification plays a large part in creating the axis of the dispute. Hence, the indication by 

nationalist movements (often social-conservative) that they are trying to describe it in the language of political 

struggle: "a conservative counter-proposal to left-liberal movements based on gender doctrine," this will jus-

tify carrying out this type of axis of the dispute. This is the first of the three variants in which the axis of the 

dispute coincides with the axis defined by mutually contradictory ideologies, not just opposites. This means 

that a dispute along this axis is a dispute not only of competing anthropologies and axiologies but also of those 

that are contradictions. 

Option "B" points to the axis between liberalism, referred to in this case as "right" and socialism, referred 
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to as "left". Such an axis is usually built by environments with strongly socialist self-identification or strongly 

liberal ones in a situation where the conservative perspective is not strongly represented in the mainstream 

and can be omitted in the processes of political struggle. Such an axis, as it does not extend between ideologies 

in a contradictory relation, may have a designated area for a political "centre" that will correspond to the 

position of social liberalism on the model. The latter, as a syncretic ideology, combining through redefinition 

the fundamental values of liberalism and socialism, will play the role (from the point of view of the correctness 

of building a spectrum model based on an axis) as a central element, equally implementing selected aspects 

of both extreme options.       

Option "C" indicates the axis of the dispute between socialism, the "left", and conservative liberalism, the 

"right". This type of arrangement reflects the contradiction between the ideologies of socialism and conserva-

tive liberalism, which draws from the findings of two elitist concepts. Such an axis can be determined by 

parties implementing doctrines such as ordo-liberalism, which combines the Catholic Church's social teaching 

creatively with the decisions of liberals, and parties representing socialist or communist doctrines. 

The variant "D" indicates the third (and last) option of the contradiction relationship, i.e. the one between 

liberalism and social conservatism. Unlike the other possibilities, this option is drawn through the middle of 

the triangle, making it impossible to indicate left and right. Who will be in such a dispute, with the "right" and 

who with the "left", depends on how the narrative is imposed. Emphasizing the elitist and individual freedom-

oriented threads present in liberalism may lead to assigning it the label of the "right.". Similarly, pointing to 

the "left" - in liberalism, one can emphasize threads related to individualism, which may lead to the develop-

ment of gender self-determination. With social conservatives, one can emphasize themes related to the redis-

tribution of resources, egalitarianism, or putting the community's interests ahead of the interest units. Thus, 

this axis is flexible, and how it is finally described will depend on the effectiveness in imposing one's narrative. 

Option "e" is an axis from socialism, i.e. "left", to conservatism, i.e. "right". As in the case of variant "b", 

one can indicate here a point that meets the requirements of the "centre", i.e. social conservatism. This type of 

axis can be used in the event of a dispute between socialist and conservative parties when the liberal option is 

not present in the mainstream. 

The "f" variant runs from liberalism, here "left", to conservatism, here "right". In such a case, the ideology 

of conservative liberalism can be indicated as the "centre". As with the other options for guiding the axes along 

the sides of the triangle, the dispute will be carried out without the strong presence of the third option, in this 

case, socialism. 
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6. Conclusion 

Description and analysis of the political spectrum are core issues of political science. The simplicity of 

the left-right spectrum secured its popularity. At the same time, with popularity, the politicization of this con-

cept has come. Nowadays, the usage of the left-right spectrum is inevitably connected with the adaptation of 

particular political perspectives, making it biased from the beginning. On the other hand, the perception of the 

left-right spectrum in the general audience makes it difficult to abandon this concept. 

In that state of the art, the Political Triangle, a new model of the political spectrum that allows classifying 

the political doctrines and, by that, political programs and, finally, political parties, can be perceived as one of 

the possible solutions for non-biased research on party systems or ideologies. It allows us to combine the outer 

perspective of the researcher with the inner perspective of the political actor placed on the spectrum. That last 

part allows us to include (still perceived as important, but rather as a subject of study, not the research concept 

itself) the left-right spectrum. 

Different variants of the left-right spectrum allow us to universalize the proposed model and use it in 

different case studies. It also allows – as it provides a universal pattern of analysis – to provide a comparative 

analysis of the left-right political spectrum – at least in the Western political systems. In that sense, it might 

help understand modern shifts in the political scenes of Western countries and add a level of analysis of dem-

ocratic backsliding by analyzing the sole change in perceiving the axis of conflict. 

Lastly, the proposed model is a partial answer to the challenge of the ever-growing polarization. As it 

provides an objective way of describing the political spectrum and at the same time, sets the inner political 

actors on it and applies also their perspective, by indicating the main axis of a conflict in the given case study, 

it may help in providing data that will allow us to understand the processes of polarization better. 
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