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Why Ideologies Matter: The Maps People Mistake for the Territory
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Political ideologies are among the most useful bad ideas ever invented. They simplify a world that refuses to be simple. They turn disputes over taxes, schools, borders, police, welfare, marriage, climate, and war into something that can fit on a placard, a manifesto, a ballot paper, or—most perilously—a dinner-party opinion delivered between the fish course and the pudding.

An ideology is not quite a philosophy, though it borrows from philosophy when it wants to look respectable. It is not quite a party programme, though parties raid ideologies for slogans, flags, and enemies. Nor is it merely a mood, though many ideologies begin as a mood: resentment, hope, fear, moral disgust, wounded pride, impatience with fools. At its most basic, an ideology is a political map. It tells people what the world is like, what has gone wrong, who is to blame, what should be protected, what should be smashed, and what sort of future might justify the inconvenience of campaigning in the rain.

Like all maps, ideologies omit more than they include. A road map does not show the smell of a bakery; a subway map lies cheerfully about distance in order to make routes legible. Ideologies do the same. Liberalism highlights individual rights and consent. Conservatism notices inheritance, order, and the fragility of institutions. Socialism sees class, ownership, and the unequal bargaining power concealed inside supposedly free exchange. Nationalism draws a thick line around a people and calls it home. Environmentalism treats nature not as scenery but as the balance sheet beneath every other balance sheet. Each map reveals something real. Each becomes dangerous when its users forget that it is a map.

This is why ideologies matter. Not because most voters have read John Locke, Edmund Burke, Karl Marx, Friedrich Hayek, Simone de Beauvoir, Frantz Fanon, or Hannah Arendt. They have not, and in many cases are happier for it. Ideologies matter because ideas seep into institutions. A theory of human nature becomes a criminal code. A belief about markets becomes a central bank mandate. A view of the family becomes tax policy. A claim about nationhood becomes a border regime. A suspicion about elites becomes a referendum. A doctrine about equality becomes a school curriculum, a labour law, or a revolution.

The modern state is, among other things, an ideology-processing machine. It takes grand nouns—liberty, equality, sovereignty, security, justice, tradition—and turns them into queues, forms, subsidies, court rulings, zoning disputes, pension formulas, and police powers. The results are rarely as elegant as the theory. This is not hypocrisy; it is politics. The journey from pamphlet to public administration is where every ideology acquires a limp.

Consider the familiar left-right spectrum, that heroic attempt to compress centuries of argument into a seating plan. Its origins are usually traced to the French Revolution, when supporters of greater revolutionary change sat to the left of the presiding officer in the National Assembly and defenders of royal authority tended to sit to the right. The labels endured because they were useful, not because they were precise. Today “left” commonly suggests more enthusiasm for equality, redistribution, social reform, and scepticism toward inherited hierarchy. “Right” often implies more emphasis on order, property, national continuity, markets, religion, or tradition. But these are tendencies, not laws of physics. A free-market liberal and a religious traditionalist may both be called right-wing while disagreeing profoundly about pornography, drugs, and Sunday trading. A socialist and a progressive liberal may both sit on the left while quarrelling over whether politics is mainly about class, identity, democracy, or expert administration.

Dinner parties become more peaceful once this is understood, though perhaps less entertaining. Political labels are not product guarantees. They are family names, and families contain quarrels, scandals, disappointing cousins, and people nobody mentions until after the third drink.

The real world keeps rearranging the furniture. In the nineteenth century, liberals often fought aristocratic privilege and church authority in the name of constitutional government, commerce, and civil liberty. In the twentieth century, liberal democracy became the institutional core of much of the West, defending elections, courts, markets, welfare states of varying generosity, and individual rights against fascist

Liberalism: The Operating System of the Modern West



Liberalism is the ideology many people live inside without noticing, rather as fish are said to be poor authorities on water. It supplies much of the modern West’s default vocabulary: rights, consent, privacy, tolerance, due process, free speech, free markets, constitutional limits, equal citizenship, and the suspicion that the state should explain itself before it interferes with you. Even those who dislike liberalism often argue in its idiom. The campus radical demands recognition of rights; the religious conservative complains that conscience is being violated; the billionaire invokes property and contract; the protester insists on free assembly. Everyone, at some point, hires liberalism as legal counsel.

Its origins are not tidy, because ideologies rarely arrive with birth certificates. Liberalism grew out of Europe’s wars of religion, the rise of commerce, the scientific revolution, the Enlightenment, and the long struggle to restrain kings, priests, aristocrats, and eventually majorities. John Locke argued in the late seventeenth century that government rested on consent and existed to protect life, liberty, and property. Montesquieu gave enduring prestige to the separation of powers. Adam Smith, more subtle than many of his later admirers, explained how markets could coordinate human activity without a central planner, while also warning about monopoly, collusion, and the moral hazards of commercial society. The American and French revolutions turned parts of this intellectual inheritance into declarations, constitutions, and arguments with muskets attached.

At its core, liberalism begins with the individual—not necessarily as a lonely atom, but as a moral and legal person who should not be swallowed whole by clan, church, monarch, party, caste, or state. This sounds obvious until one remembers how much of human history has been organised around precisely such swallowing. Liberalism asks a disruptive question: by what right does authority command? The answer cannot simply be “because it always has,” “because God wills it,” or “because the ruler has better cavalry.” Power must be justified, limited, and, where possible, made accountable.

This produced the great institutional machinery of liberal politics: constitutions, parliaments, independent courts, bills of rights, a free press, civil society, regular elections, and the rule of law. None is uniquely liberal in every historical detail, but together they form liberalism’s preferred habitat. The point is not that citizens always get what they want. They plainly do not. The point is that rulers must operate through general rules, accept criticism, face removal, and leave some zones of life beyond official command. A liberal state may be irritating, bureaucratic, and expensive; ideally, it is also restrained.

There are, however, two liberalisms that are forever dining at the same table and reaching for different bottles. Classical liberalism stresses limited government, property rights, freedom of contract, open markets, and personal responsibility. It sees concentrated political power as the chief danger and markets as engines of prosperity and autonomy. Modern or social liberalism, especially influential from the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries onward, argues that formal liberty can be hollow when people are poor, sick, illiterate, or trapped by private power. It is not much use having the legal right to sleep under a bridge, as the old joke has it, if sleeping under a bridge is your main housing policy. Social liberals therefore defend public education, social insurance, anti-discrimination law, regulated capitalism, and welfare provision as conditions that make liberty real rather than ornamental.

This family quarrel explains a good deal of Western politics. Liberals of the market sort worry that the benevolent state becomes a meddling state, then a captured state, then a bankrupt one. Liberals of the social sort reply that unregulated markets generate concentrations of wealth and power that can dominate citizens as effectively as governments do, only with better branding. Both sides have evidence. The nineteenth-century liberal attack on aristocratic privilege, tariffs, censorship, and established churches helped open societies that had been rigid and hierarchical. The twentieth-century liberal embrace of welfare states, labour protections, and civil rights helped make citizenship less dependent on property, race, sex, or class. Yet liberalism’s successes created its administrative sprawl. Rights require courts. Welfare requires tax systems. Regulation requires regulators. Soon the night-watch

Conservatism: The Politics of Inheritance, Order, and Suspicion



Conservatism enters the dinner party after liberalism, looks at the seating plan, and asks who arranged it, how long it has worked, and whether anyone has considered the consequences of moving Aunt Margaret next to the revolutionary. Where liberalism begins with the individual and asks what may justly constrain him, conservatism begins with a social inheritance and asks what must be preserved so that individuals can flourish at all. It is less an operating system than a maintenance manual, though one written in several hands, some elegant, some cranky, and some alarmingly fond of capital letters.

Its patron saint is usually Edmund Burke, the Irish-born parliamentarian who supported the American colonists’ complaints against arbitrary rule but recoiled from the French Revolution. Burke’s point was not that all change is wicked. He was a Whig, not a museum curator. His warning was that societies are not machines to be redesigned from first principles by clever men with diagrams. They are organic settlements: bundles of law, habit, prejudice, religion, property, memory, and compromise accumulated over generations. Tear them up in the name of reason and one may discover that reason has a poor supply chain.

This gives conservatism its central temperament: suspicion. It is suspicious of utopias, abstractions, sudden ruptures, and human beings who claim to have solved politics. The conservative does not deny that institutions are flawed. He denies that their flaws prove the superiority of whatever scheme has just been drafted in a café. A constitution, a monarchy, a parish, a common law tradition, a university, a family firm, even a mildly absurd ceremony may contain knowledge that no single mind designed. The conservative instinct is to ask not only whether an institution is rational, but what social work it does, what loyalties it sustains, and what might rush in when it collapses.

This is why conservatism is often strongest after upheaval. The French Revolution, industrialisation, the Russian Revolution, the social revolutions of the 1960s, decolonisation, globalisation, mass immigration, secularisation, and digital disruption have all produced conservative counter-movements of different kinds. Some were humane and prudent; others were panicked, exclusionary, or authoritarian. Conservatism is not automatically moderate. Its love of order can become a defence of injustice. Its respect for inheritance can become ancestor worship. Its suspicion of intellectuals can become suspicion of thought.

Nor is conservatism one thing. At least three versions commonly share the label, sometimes amicably, sometimes like cousins disputing a will.

The first is traditionalist conservatism. It values continuity, religion, hierarchy, local attachments, national memory, and moral restraint. It worries that modern societies dissolve inherited obligations and leave behind isolated consumers, therapeutic slogans, and a state asked to perform the work once done by families, congregations, clubs, and neighbourhoods. Its vocabulary includes duty, authority, character, loyalty, and belonging. Its weakness is an occasional inability to distinguish between a precious tradition and an old racket.

The second is liberal or market conservatism. This is the conservatism of property rights, enterprise, low taxes, limited government, and scepticism toward planning. In the Anglo-American world it became especially influential in the late twentieth century, associated with figures such as Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. It argues that markets are not merely efficient allocators of resources but disciplines against political overreach. Governments, it says, are prone to promise more than they can deliver, spend more than they can afford, and regulate more than they understand. Its weakness is that it can become curiously revolutionary in practice, treating markets as solvents to be poured over inherited communities while insisting that society remain morally intact.

The third is national conservatism, though the term itself has many uses. It emphasises sovereignty, borders, national culture, and the political importance of shared identity. It is wary of supranational institutions, cosmopolitan elites, and rapid demographic or cultural change. In democratic form it asks a serious question: how much solidarity can a welfare state or constitutional order sustain without some common story? In uglier form it turns belonging into exclusion and treats pluralism as decay. Around the dinner table, it is the guest most likely to begin reasonably with “social trust”

Socialism and Social Democracy: Equality, Class, and the Long Argument with Capitalism



If liberalism is the language of rights, and conservatism the language of inheritance, socialism is the language of power hiding in plain sight. It begins with a simple dinner-table interruption: before we discuss liberty, tradition, or national greatness, who owns what, who works for whom, and who gets the bill?

Socialism emerged as the great argument with industrial capitalism. The factory, not the parliament, was its original theatre. In nineteenth-century Europe, capitalism created extraordinary wealth and equally extraordinary squalor: mills, mines, slums, fortunes, child labour, new cities, new classes, and a new sense that society was being reorganised by forces nobody had voted for. The old aristocratic order had been wounded; the bourgeois order was triumphant; the worker discovered that legal equality did not necessarily improve the view from a tenement.

Karl Marx gave socialism its most famous diagnosis. He argued that history was driven by class struggle, that capitalism rested on the exploitation of wage labour, and that the system contained contradictions that would eventually undo it. Marx was a brilliant analyst of capitalism’s dynamism, less reliable as a prophet of its timetable. He saw, more clearly than most of his contemporaries, that capitalism would be restless, global, innovative and disruptive. He was less prepared for its capacity to adapt, to enrich workers in some places, to absorb criticism, and to hire the grandchildren of revolutionaries as management consultants.

But socialism was never only Marxism. There were Christian socialists, guild socialists, utopian socialists, trade unionists, municipal reformers, cooperative enthusiasts, and hard-headed parliamentarians who were less interested in abolishing markets than in civilising them. What united them was a suspicion that formal freedom meant too little when economic life was governed by private power. A worker free to accept starvation wages was, in the socialist view, enjoying a rather thin kind of liberty.

This is the key to understanding socialism at its most persuasive. It broadens the meaning of politics. The liberal asks whether the state is too powerful. The socialist asks why the state is the only power we are trained to fear. Employers, landlords, creditors, monopolists and asset owners also shape lives. They decide wages, rents, hours, prices, investment and exit. The socialist insists that democracy should not stop at the factory gate or the balance sheet.

That insistence produced many institutional forms. Trade unions bargained over wages and conditions. Labour parties entered parliaments. Cooperative movements tried to make workers and consumers into owners. Socialist municipalities built housing, utilities, libraries and public transport. In the twentieth century, socialist and labour movements helped construct welfare states, expand public education, regulate working hours, recognise collective bargaining, and make unemployment, sickness and old age matters of public policy rather than private misfortune.

Here the family tree splits. Revolutionary socialism sought to replace capitalism altogether, often through seizure of state power and public ownership of the commanding heights of the economy. Its communist branch belongs to a later section, not least because the record of one-party states is too large and too grim to tuck discreetly under the tablecloth. Democratic socialism, by contrast, aimed to reach socialist ends through elections, pluralism and civil liberties. Social democracy went further in compromise: it accepted a largely capitalist economy, but sought to tax, regulate and insure it so that citizens were not left naked before the market.

Social democracy was one of the twentieth century’s great political inventions. Its classic bargain was straightforward: capitalists could own firms and make profits; workers would receive rising wages, social insurance, public services and political voice. The result, especially in post-war Western Europe, was not paradise, but it was a considerable improvement on the workhouse and the barricade. Sweden, Germany, Britain, the Netherlands and other countries built different versions of this settlement. Some leaned more on universal benefits, others on occupational insurance or public services. All reflected the same broad conviction: capitalism was productive, but too dangerous to be left alone with the matches.

The social-democratic imagination is practical rather than apocalyptic. It likes payroll taxes, housing policy, wage bargaining, health systems, child benefits and pension formulas. It is not glamorous. No one ever stormed a winter palace shouting for actuarial sustainability. Yet this

Nationalism: The Most Successful and Dangerous Modern Idea



Nationalism is the ideology everyone borrows and nobody quite admits to owning. Liberals use it to justify self-government. Conservatives use it to defend inherited institutions. Socialists have appealed to national solidarity to build welfare states. Anti-colonial movements used it to expel empires. Authoritarians use it to identify enemies, stiffen obedience and put uniforms on metaphors. It is the house wine of modern politics: always on the table, sometimes improving the meal, sometimes ensuring that someone says something unforgivable before dessert.

At its simplest, nationalism says that a people with a shared identity ought to govern itself. The trouble begins with every word in that sentence. Who are “the people”? What counts as “shared”? Language, religion, ancestry, territory, memory, law, suffering, football? And what does “govern itself” mean when populations are mixed, borders are untidy and history has left its fingerprints all over the map?

For much of human history, political loyalty was not primarily national. People belonged to dynasties, cities, churches, tribes, estates, empires and localities. A peasant in the Habsburg lands or Ottoman domains might know his village, faith and ruler long before he imagined himself a member of a sovereign nation. Nationalism changed the unit of political imagination. It taught people to think of millions of strangers as a “we”.

That achievement was extraordinary. It required schools, censuses, maps, armies, newspapers, railways, bureaucracies and, later, radio and television. States made nations as much as nations made states. Children learned standard languages. Officials classified populations. Soldiers served under flags. Public holidays turned political memory into ritual. Museums, monuments and anthems converted history into a usable civic religion. In the nineteenth century, this machinery helped unify Germany and Italy, weaken old empires, and make national self-determination one of modern politics’ most potent claims.

Nationalism’s appeal is not hard to understand. It offers belonging in an age of disruption. Industrialisation uprooted people, capitalism reordered work, liberalism loosened old hierarchies, and socialism organised class against class. Nationalism replied: you are not merely a worker, consumer, taxpayer or lonely individual in a railway station. You are part of a people with a past and a claim on the future. This is emotionally powerful stuff. Dinner guests who think politics is only about interest rates have not listened carefully to a national anthem.

There is a benign version of nationalism, often called civic nationalism, which defines the nation through citizenship, law and shared political principles. In theory, anyone can join if they accept the constitutional bargain. The French republican tradition, the American creed of citizenship, and many post-colonial constitutions have aspired to this model, even when reality has lagged behind the brochure. Civic nationalism can support democracy by giving citizens a sense of mutual obligation. Welfare states, mass education and military service all drew strength from the idea that compatriots owe one another something more than market price.

There is also ethnic nationalism, which defines the nation by descent, blood, culture, religion or inherited belonging. This need not always be violent, but it carries obvious dangers. If the nation is imagined as a family, then some citizens become permanent in-laws. Minorities may be tolerated only as guests. Immigrants are asked not simply to obey the law but to dissolve themselves into a majority culture. In its harsher forms, ethnic nationalism treats diversity as contamination and politics as purification. The twentieth century showed where that road can lead.

The distinction between civic and ethnic nationalism is useful, but not airtight. Real nations are messy compounds of law, language, memory, territory and myth. France is civic, but not indifferent to French language and culture. The United States is creedal, but its history is inseparable from race, immigration and conquest. India’s constitution is secular and democratic, while Indian politics contains powerful religious-national currents. Britain has long mixed parliamentary patriotism with imperial memory, class hierarchy and four-nation ambiguity. Nations are not seminar diagrams. They are arguments with passports.

Nationalism was indispensable to anti-colonial politics. Empires often ruled by denying that subject peoples were fit for self-government or by dividing populations into manageable categories. Nationalist movements answered

Fascism and Authoritarian Populism: The Cult of Will, Leader, and Enemy



Fascism is what happens when nationalism stops being a language of belonging and becomes a theatre of domination. It is not merely patriotism with a louder brass section. Nor is it simply conservatism in a black shirt. Fascism is a modern revolutionary politics of the right: anti-liberal, anti-socialist, anti-pluralist, obsessed with national rebirth, and impatient with the dull machinery of constitutional restraint. It promises to end decadence, humiliation and disorder by fusing people, party, state and leader into one disciplined will.

This is why fascism is both easy and hard to define. Easy, because its historical examples are notorious: Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany remain the central cases. Hard, because the word has since become a general-purpose insult, thrown around dinner tables with the care normally reserved for bread rolls. Not every bully is a fascist. Not every nationalist is a fascist. Not every authoritarian is a fascist. The term should be used precisely, not because fascists deserve courtesy, but because bad diagnosis makes for bad politics.

Classical fascism arose after the First World War, in societies shaken by military trauma, economic distress, mass politics and fear of socialist revolution. Liberal parliamentary systems looked weak to many citizens. Old elites feared losing control. Veterans returned to civilian life carrying habits of command and grievance. Fascist movements offered action instead of debate, unity instead of class conflict, violence instead of compromise. They turned politics into mobilisation: rallies, uniforms, flags, salutes, marching bodies, choreographed rage. The aesthetic mattered. A fascist meeting was not a policy seminar. It was a conversion experience with better lighting.

Its central myth was national rebirth. The nation, fascists claimed, had been betrayed by corrupt politicians, alien forces, internal enemies and decadent elites. It could be restored only through struggle. This gave fascism its peculiar emotional cocktail: nostalgia for an imagined past, worship of modern technology, hatred of liberal softness, fear of contamination, and delight in force. Mussolini glorified the state and imperial grandeur. Nazism added a genocidal racial ideology that made it uniquely murderous even within the fascist family. Both treated democracy not as a system for managing disagreement, but as a symptom of weakness.

The leader is essential. Fascist politics does not merely admire strong leadership; it sacralises it. The leader is presented as the living embodiment of the people, able to intuit the national will without the inconvenience of elections, courts, parties or newspapers getting in the way. Institutions become props. Law becomes an instrument. Truth becomes loyalty. Expertise is tolerated only if it serves the cause. The leader’s contradictions are not defects but proofs of vitality. If he changes his story, reality is expected to keep up.

The enemy is equally essential. Fascism needs enemies the way a furnace needs oxygen. They explain failure, justify emergency and bind supporters together through fear. The enemy may be communist, liberal, Jewish, foreign, cosmopolitan, degenerate, immigrant or insufficiently patriotic. The exact category varies; the function is constant. Politics becomes a cleansing operation. Opponents are not rivals but traitors. Minorities are not citizens with rights but threats to national health. Once that logic takes hold, cruelty can be sold as hygiene.

Fascism also had an economic style, though not a coherent economic theory in the way Marxism or liberalism did. Fascist regimes did not abolish private property as communists sought to do, but they subordinated markets, unions and firms to the purposes of the state and the ruling party. Independent labour movements were crushed. Business was often accommodated, provided it accepted political discipline. Public works, rearmament and corporatist institutions were used to organise society and display dynamism. Capitalists could survive under fascism; independent citizens could not.

At a dinner party, someone will eventually ask whether fascism is “left-wing” because it used state power, or “right-wing” because it crushed socialism. The sensible answer is that the old seating chart has limits. Fascism borrowed techniques from mass politics and sometimes used anti-capitalist rhetoric, especially when recruiting the resentful. But historically it defined itself above all against liberal democracy, Marxist socialism and egal

Communism: Revolutionary Promise, One-Party Rule, and the Afterlife of Marx



Communism is the ideology that promised to end politics by solving its deepest material cause: class conflict. In its most ambitious form, it imagined a society beyond exploitation, private ownership of the means of production, inherited privilege and the dull coercions of the wage contract. Humanity, having passed through the furnace of capitalism, would arrive at abundance, equality and collective self-government. The state itself would eventually wither away. This was a large promise, and like many large promises it proved most dangerous when administrators were asked to deliver it by Tuesday.

Marx did not invent the longing for equality, nor the suspicion that property is power wearing a respectable coat. What he supplied was a theory of history with an engine. Societies, he argued, were shaped by their modes of production: who owned, who worked, who commanded, who obeyed. Capitalism was historically dynamic, even revolutionary. It shattered old hierarchies, created global markets, concentrated workers in factories and generated extraordinary wealth. But it also produced exploitation and crisis. The bourgeoisie owned capital; the proletariat sold labour. Eventually, Marx expected, the working class would become conscious of its collective power, overthrow capitalist relations and build socialism as the transition to communism.

This is why communism differs from social democracy, though the family resemblance is obvious enough to cause arguments over soup. Social democrats tried to tame capitalism through unions, welfare states, public services and democratic bargaining. Communists sought to replace it. The quarrel was not merely about tax rates. It was about whether capitalism could be civilised or had to be abolished; whether parliament was a tool of emancipation or a theatre managed by the owning class; whether gradual reform was prudence or betrayal.

The twentieth century made communism not just a doctrine but a geopolitical fact. The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 transformed a Marxist party into a ruling state. This was already a theoretical complication. Marx had expected advanced industrial capitalism to create the conditions for socialism; Russia was overwhelmingly agrarian and autocratic. Lenin’s answer was the disciplined vanguard party: a revolutionary organisation that would act in the name of the working class, seize power and defend the revolution against enemies at home and abroad. In practice, the vanguard did not so much represent the proletariat as substitute for it. Civil war, foreign intervention, economic collapse and political intolerance helped turn emergency into architecture.

The Soviet model that emerged under Stalin was built around one-party rule, state ownership, central planning, coercive mobilisation and political terror. It industrialised at extraordinary human cost. It defeated Nazi Germany, which gave it immense prestige. It also created a system in which dissent could be treated as sabotage, shortages became routine, statistics were political instruments and fear entered the bloodstream of ordinary life. The gulag was not an administrative blemish. It was part of a broader machinery that treated human beings as inputs into historical necessity.

Communist regimes varied, and the differences matter. Mao’s China was not simply the Soviet Union with rice fields. Its revolution emerged from peasant mobilisation, guerrilla war and anti-imperial struggle. The Great Leap Forward produced catastrophic famine; the Cultural Revolution unleashed ideological violence and institutional chaos. Cuba fused Marxism-Leninism with nationalism and anti-American defiance. Vietnam’s communism was inseparable from anti-colonial war and national reunification. Eastern Europe’s communist governments were largely installed or secured under Soviet domination after the second world war, which made their claims to popular sovereignty especially thin. Yugoslavia broke with Stalin and developed a more decentralised form of socialist self-management, though still under one-party rule. To say “communism” is therefore not to describe one identical machine everywhere. But certain family traits were common: monopoly party power, suspicion of pluralism, control of information, politicised courts and the subordination of civil society to the ruling project.

At the dinner table, the standard defence arrives reliably: “That wasn’t real communism.” There is a serious point buried inside the slogan. Marx’s classless, stateless society was never achieved. No communist regime abolished power; most concentrated it. Scarcity did not disappear; it acquired queues. The state did not wither away; it developed excellent

Religion, Identity, and Post-Colonial Politics: When the Nation Is Not Enough



Modern ideology often pretends that politics begins with the individual citizen and the sovereign state. This is tidy, secular and convenient for textbooks. It is also frequently false. Many people enter politics not first as taxpayers, workers or voters, but as members of a faith, caste, tribe, language group, sect, region or people with a remembered wound. The nation-state may issue the passport, collect the customs duty and field the football team. It does not always command the deepest loyalties.

Religion and identity politics are sometimes treated as survivals from a pre-modern past, forever intruding on the sensible business of budgets and trade agreements. That is a mistake. They are not merely ancient residues. They are modern political forces, shaped by census forms, colonial borders, mass parties, radio, schooling, migration, courts and social media. Identity may be old; identity politics is often quite new. The dinner-party error is to imagine that “tribalism” is what other people do, while one’s own attachment to flag, constitution, language or national myth is a mature civic preference.

Religion, for example, is not just a set of private beliefs about God, salvation or ritual. It can be a legal order, a moral vocabulary, a welfare network, a source of authority and a marker of collective belonging. Political Islam, Christian democracy, Hindu nationalism, Buddhist nationalism, religious Zionism and liberation theology are not interchangeable phenomena, but each shows how faith can become a public programme. Sometimes religion restrains power, reminding rulers that they are not gods. Sometimes it sanctifies power, which is less charming. Often it does both, depending on who is holding the microphone.

The 20th century did not abolish religious politics; it rearranged it. Christian democratic parties helped rebuild post-war Western Europe by combining market economies, welfare states, anti-communism and a vocabulary of social obligation rooted partly in Catholic and Protestant thought. In Latin America, liberation theology read Christianity through the suffering of the poor and influenced activists confronting dictatorship and inequality, though the Vatican’s response was often wary. In the Middle East, Islamist movements grew in part from the failures of secular nationalism, authoritarian states, corruption and social dislocation. The Muslim Brotherhood, founded in Egypt in 1928, became one of the most influential Islamist organisations, though its branches and descendants have differed widely in strategy and doctrine. Iran’s 1979 revolution produced a republic in which clerical authority and electoral institutions coexist uneasily, neither cancelling the other.

To speak of “religious politics” as if it were automatically irrational is lazy. Secular ideologies have built their own altars, martyrs and inquisitions. Nor is religion always conservative. Churches, mosques, temples and religious schools can defend hierarchy, patriarchy and exclusion; they can also organise literacy, charity, labour rights and resistance. The American civil-rights movement drew heavily on Black churches. Poland’s Catholic Church provided shelter to opposition under communism. Conversely, religious majoritarianism can turn citizenship into a graded privilege, with minorities invited to be grateful rather than equal. The argument is not between religion and politics. It is over what kind of politics religion authorises.

Post-colonial politics adds another complication: many states inherited borders drawn by outsiders, institutions designed for extraction and economies wired to serve imperial priorities. Anti-colonial nationalism was one of the great mobilising forces of the 20th century. It promised dignity, sovereignty and the recovery of history from those who had filed it under “administration”. Leaders such as Jawaharlal Nehru, Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, Ho Chi Minh, Sukarno and many others spoke in different idioms, but each confronted the same brutal question: after independence, what exactly is the nation?



The answer was seldom obvious. Colonial rule had hardened some identities and invented or bureaucratised others. Censuses classified populations. Indirect rule elevated certain chiefs, castes or communities. Mission schools created new elites. Plantation economies moved labour across territories. The map left behind was not a neutral container waiting to be filled with democratic citizenship. It was often a pressure cooker with a flag.

India is the grand example of both achievement and trauma

The New Political Divide: Globalists, Populists, Technocrats, Greens, and the Politics of Survival



The old ideological furniture has not vanished. Liberals still praise rights, conservatives still worry about disorder, socialists still suspect capital, nationalists still patrol the border, and religious movements still ask who gets to define the sacred. But the room has been rearranged. Since the late 20th century, and especially after the financial crisis of 2008, politics in many countries has been pulled along a newer axis: open versus closed, expert versus popular, growth versus survival, cosmopolitan confidence versus national grievance.

This is not a neat replacement for left and right. It is messier and therefore more useful. A voter may favour a generous welfare state and strict immigration controls. A business leader may adore free trade but demand industrial subsidies. A green activist may distrust both markets and bureaucrats while requiring the state to rebuild the energy system at wartime speed. A populist may denounce elites from a television studio, a billionaire’s platform or a governing palace. Ideology, like luggage, often contains more than its label admits.

“Globalism” is the dinner-party word most likely to make everyone reach for the wine. In its sober form, it means confidence in open markets, international institutions, migration, supply chains, rules-based trade and the idea that problems crossing borders require arrangements crossing borders too. Its house style is managerial optimism: airports, English-language conferences, central-bank independence, graduate degrees, carbon accounting, PowerPoint decks and the mild belief that history would behave better if only it read the briefing note.

For several decades this worldview had momentum. The collapse of Soviet communism, China’s integration into world trade, the expansion of the European Union, the rise of the internet and the spread of global finance encouraged the notion that interdependence was not merely profitable but pacifying. Hundreds of millions were lifted from extreme poverty, especially in Asia. Consumers in rich countries enjoyed cheaper goods. Multinational firms discovered that a product could be designed in California, assembled in China, financed in London, advertised everywhere and taxed almost nowhere.

The bill, however, was not evenly delivered. Some regions gained gleaming logistics parks; others lost factories, bargaining power and status. The gains from trade were real, but so were the local costs, and the people paying them were not always comforted by economists explaining aggregate welfare. The eurozone crisis, the migration pressures of the 2010s, the pandemic’s exposure of fragile supply chains and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine all weakened the easy faith that interdependence automatically breeds harmony. It may also breed dependence, resentment and strategic vulnerability. The invisible hand, it turned out, sometimes needed a customs officer, a stockpile and a navy.

Populism feeds on this disappointment. The term is overused, often as a synonym for “people whose votes I dislike”, but it has a recognisable structure. Populists claim to speak for the real people against a corrupt elite. They simplify politics into a moral drama: honest nation versus rigged system, ordinary citizen versus expert class, homeland versus cosmopolitan betrayal. Populism can lean left, attacking banks, oligarchs and austerity. It can lean right, attacking immigrants, judges, journalists and supranational institutions. Its emotional fuel is not always poverty; often it is humiliation, lost control and the suspicion that decisions are being made by people who neither know nor like you.



The populist critique is not always wrong. Institutions do fail. Experts do herd. Trade deals can be oversold. Immigration can be managed badly. Financial elites did escape the 2008 crash with an agility not generally available to mortgage-holders. But populism has a chronic temptation: to confuse representation with incarnation. The leader does not merely represent the people; he or she becomes the people’s voice, and therefore opposition becomes sabotage, courts become obstruction, media become enemies, and complexity becomes treason with footnotes. The people, inconveniently diverse in real life, are reduced to a single authorised chorus.

Technocracy is populism’s favourite villain and sometimes its necessary antidote. Modern societies are too complicated to run by instinct alone. Someone must regulate banks, approve vaccines, manage electricity grids, negotiate standards for aircraft safety and decide whether a bridge

Conclusion: How to Sound Informed Without Sounding Insufferable



The first rule of discussing ideology at dinner is the same as the first rule of handling a sharp kitchen knife: remember what it is for, and do not wave it about to impress people. Ideologies are tools for making sense of politics. They are not personality tests, moral x-rays or complete descriptions of the human soul. A liberal may be illiberal in family life. A conservative may be radical about tax. A socialist may own excellent property. A nationalist may be cosmopolitan in taste and tribal in voting habits. Human beings are untidy; ideologies are filing systems. The confusion begins when the filing cabinet starts claiming to be the universe.

A useful political vocabulary begins with humility. Liberalism, conservatism, socialism, nationalism, religious politics, environmentalism and populism are not merely slogans thrown around by television panels in need of exercise. They are traditions, each with internal quarrels, heroic episodes and embarrassing relatives. Liberalism gave the modern world constitutionalism, rights and the market society, but also learned too slowly that formal freedom can coexist with deep inequality. Conservatism has preserved valuable institutions and warned against utopian vandalism, but has often mistaken inherited privilege for civilisation itself. Socialism forced capitalism to notice workers, poverty and social rights, but its revolutionary variants produced some of the most repressive states in modern history. Nationalism helped peoples demand self-rule; it also taught them to imagine neighbours as contaminants. Religion can restrain power and dignify sacrifice; it can also sanctify domination. Environmental politics is right that physics does not negotiate, but often struggles with the politics of sacrifice. No ideology leaves the table with clean hands.

That, incidentally, is a good sentence to keep in reserve. It has the merit of being true and the additional merit of lowering the temperature.

The second rule is to distinguish diagnosis from prescription. A person may accurately identify a problem and still offer a disastrous cure. Populists are often perceptive about distance, condescension and institutional failure. That does not make demagogy wise. Technocrats may correctly insist that complex systems require expertise. That does not make rule by PowerPoint democratic. Conservatives may be right that institutions embody hard-won knowledge. That does not mean every old arrangement deserves a pension. Radicals may be right that existing systems produce avoidable suffering. That does not mean the future will thank them for abolishing safeguards in a mood of impatience. Politics is full of bad answers to real questions. The informed guest notices both halves.

The third rule is to watch coalitions, not just creeds. Ideologies become powerful when they find voters, donors, parties, newspapers, unions, churches, courts, bureaucracies, armies, platforms or street movements willing to carry them. A philosophy seminar can survive on coherence. A governing party cannot. It must assemble farmers and financiers, graduates and pensioners, believers and sceptics, urban renters and suburban homeowners, people who want disruption and people who merely want cheaper petrol. This is why political movements often look inconsistent. They are. Coalitions are compromises with stationery.

This also explains why the same word changes meaning by country and decade. “Liberal” in the United States often suggests centre-left social reform; in much of Europe it may imply market liberalism; in other places it can mean constitutional opposition to arbitrary power. “Conservative” can refer to Burkean caution, religious traditionalism, free-market enthusiasm, national sovereignty or simple resistance to losing status. “Social democracy” in Scandinavia is not the same creature as one-party socialism, whatever excited pamphleteers may imply. To sound informed, avoid treating political labels as passport stamps. Ask what institutions they defend, what interests they serve, what fears they mobilise and what trade-offs they conceal.

The fourth rule is to take material interests seriously without reducing everything to them. People vote with their wallets, but not only with their wallets. They also vote with memory, religion, class, resentment, hope, geography, education, media diet and a private theatre of dignity and insult. A factory closure may become an argument about trade, immigration, masculinity, national decline or corrupt elites. A carbon tax may be efficient in a model and explosive in a town where driving is not a lifestyle choice but the condition of employment. A border may be an economic
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