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Abstract

The international system is experiencing a period of pronounced ideological hardening marked by
declining trust in institutions, intensifying identity politics, and erosion of shared ethical frameworks.
This article argues that these developments represent the culmination of a long-term cyclical process
rather than a sudden rupture. By mapping global Left—Right ideological oscillations since the mid-
eighteenth century, it demonstrates how mass politics, security shocks, and digital communication have
compressed political time and expanded ideological extremes. The article introduces geo-moral
dynamics as a conceptual lens to examine how moral reasoning and ethical claims are increasingly
instrumentalised in the exercise of power. It explores the implications of this shift for international order,
moral restraint, and legitimacy, and considers whether civilizational approaches grounded in balance and
pluralism can contribute to recalibration in a polarised multipolar world. It also professes India’s
potential contribution to restoration of equilibrium in global order as a civilizational moral anchor.
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1. Introduction

The world today stands at a strange and unsettling crossroads. It is not collapsing, yet it is unmistakably
strained. It is not short of institutions, yet authority feels brittle. It is not devoid of ideas, yet wisdom
appears scarce. Across continents, societies sense that something fundamental has shifted—not
suddenly, but decisively. Politics has hardened, discourse has coarsened, and moral confidence has
fragmented. What we are living through is not a random phase of turbulence, but a cyclical ideological
correction that has overshot, pulling much of the world toward extremes and leaving people searching
for balance.

This moment cannot be understood through personalities alone, nor through ideology in isolation. It is
the cumulative outcome of economic betrayal, cultural acceleration, security trauma, technological
distortion, and geopolitical stress—each reinforcing the other. The result is a world at the edge, paying a
growing geo-moral cost for allowing extremes to dominate the collective imagination.
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The Global Ideological Cycle (1750-2025): Genesis and Inflection Points

The global ideological cycle from 1750 to 2025 emerges from the transition of societies from elite-
centred authority to mass-mediated political participation, transforming ideology from a philosophical
discourse into a mobilising force. Its genesis lies in the Enlightenment and the French Revolution
(1789), which introduced the Left-Right spectrum as a contest between egalitarianism and hierarchy.
The Russian Revolution (1917) marked the first mass-ideological seizure of state power, sharply
expanding ideological amplitude. The post-World War Il settlement (1945) temporarily stabilised
ideological conflict through institutionalised bipolarity, while the end of the Cold War (1989) suppressed
rather than resolved ideological tensions under a liberal consensus. The global financial crisis (2008)
shattered this equilibrium by exposing structural economic asymmetries, and the COVID-19 pandemic
(2020) compressed political time further, normalising emergency governance and accelerating
ideological hardening. Together, these six inflection points explain the widening amplitude and
increasing frequency of ideological oscillations captured in the cycle. Unlike static Left—Right spectra or
election-based analyses, this construct treats ideology as a dynamic, long-cycle phenomenon shaped by
structural shocks, technological mediation, and collective psychology, offering a unique lens to
understand why contemporary politics appears simultaneously polarised, volatile, and historically
recurrent. (Polanyi, 1944/2001; Huntington, 1968)

Global Ideological Cycle: Left-Right Oscillation (1750-2025)

10/ Right

ian Revolution
B9 End of Cold War

0.5 A

<>“” "“
<

0.0

145 Fost orld War Order

Ideological Orientation

—0.54

10 Left

T : T T T - . T - T -
1750 1800 1850 1900 1950 2000
Time

Figure 1: Global Ideological Cycle (1750-2025)

Conceptual representation of global Left-Right ideological oscillation since 1750. As societies transition
from elite governance to mass politics, ideological cycles increase in both amplitude and frequency,
producing sharper corrective swings and greater volatility in the modern era.

Structural Failure of the Ideological Cycle in Recent Times

The roots of the present crisis lie not in elections or movements, but in structural failure. For decades,
global and national systems delivered growth without dignity and efficiency without fairness. The post—
Cold War order promised shared prosperity, mobility, and opportunity. What many experienced instead
was stagnation, insecurity, and dispossession. (Bauman, 2000; Fukuyama, 2014)
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Globalization rewarded capital faster than labour. Communities built around manufacturing, agriculture,
or local enterprise hollowed out, while financial and technological elites flourished. Institutions
remained outwardly functional, but their moral legitimacy weakened. People did not merely feel poorer;
they felt unseen and replaceable. (Polanyi, 1944/2001)

The 2008 global financial crisis crystallized this rupture. Banks were rescued, markets stabilized, and
systems preserved—but accountability was scarce. For ordinary citizens, the lesson was searing: when
failure occurs, pain is socialized downward and protection flows upward. Trust, once broken, did not
recover. From that point onward, legitimacy became conditional, and resentment began to search for
political expression. The current rightward surge, therefore, is not just a rise—it is a reaction.
(Fukuyama, 2014)

Cultural Acceleration and the Left’s Overstretch

In the years following the financial crisis, cultural change accelerated at an unprecedented pace. Debates
around identity, gender, migration, speech, and history moved rapidly from margins to mainstream
institutions. Many of these shifts were morally motivated and historically corrective. They sought to
expand dignity and inclusion.

Yet the pace and posture of this transformation mattered. Cultural change advanced faster than
economic reassurance. Large segments of society experienced symbolic upheaval while material
conditions stagnated. Concerns about borders, social cohesion, religious expression, or national identity
were often dismissed as regressive rather than engaged substantively.

Here, the Left overstretched—not because its values were wrong, but because it lost grounding in lived
experience. Economic class politics gave way to elite cultural politics. Persuasion gave way to
prescription. Dissent increasingly carried moral penalty. Over time, this produced alienation not only
among conservatives, but among centrists and traditional Left voters who felt culturally dislocated and
economically insecure. The Left’s failure was not its values, but its disconnect. The pendulum began to
move—not gently, but with accumulating force. (Hirschman, 1991; Sen, 2006)

Terror, Security, and the Collapse of Idealism

If economic betrayal cracked trust and cultural overreach strained legitimacy, terrorism shattered
idealism. Waves of Islamist radical violence across regions transformed public psychology. These were
not distant conflicts; they struck public spaces—transport systems, markets, schools, places of leisure.
Fear became ambient and persistent.

Governments struggled to respond with nuance under pressure. While the vast majority of Muslims
rejected extremism, repeated attacks fused religion, ideology, and violence in the public mind. Political
and intellectual elites often emphasized restraint and non-stigmatization—necessary in principle, but
insufficient in addressing public fear. (Hoffman, 2006; Roy, 2004)
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A perception took hold that elites were more comfortable managing sensitivities than confronting radical
ideologies directly. This perception, whether fully fair or not, mattered politically. Security overtook
openness as the primary public demand. Idealism gave way to protection. The moral centre of politics
shifted decisively toward order. This was the psychological inflection point of the cycle. (Kaldor,
2012; Bull, 2012)

Digital Acceleration: From Grievance to Identity

Social media did not create anger, but it organized and intensified it. Economic resentment, cultural
alienation, and security anxiety found constant reinforcement online. Algorithms rewarded outrage,
certainty, and emotional clarity. Nuance collapsed under speed. Politics became tribal, personal, and
performative. (Sunstein, 2017; Zuboff, 2019)

Extremes were no longer marginal—they were amplified. Moderation appeared weak. Complexity felt
evasive. By the mid-2010s, societies were primed for disruption. What they lacked was a figure willing
to channel this convergence of forces without restraint or apology. That figure arrived next. (Harari,
2018)

Disruptive Leadership and Cyclical Overshoot

Donald Trump did not create this ideological moment; he emerged from it. He is the political expression
of accumulated resentment—economic betrayal, cultural dislocation, elite contempt, and unresolved
security anxieties—that have been building quietly for years. What made Trump distinctive is not
doctrinal originality but instinct. He sensed the vacuum left by a Left that had stretched too far into
abstraction and moral policing, and by a conservative establishment that had grown managerial and
detached from popular emotion. (Arendt, 1951)

Trump filled this vacuum with bluntness, defiance, and theatrical certainty. In doing so, he became a
hastily assembled political construct - formed from legitimate grievances, media amplification, and
populist anger, and unleashed before institutions fully grasped the consequences. Once in motion, he
ceased to be merely a symptom of the cycle and became a driver of disruption. He normalised
confrontation over consensus; instinct over institution; and loyalty over norms. He did not invent the
Right’s hard turn, but he removed its inhibitions, drawing what had long remained at the margins into
the centre of political authority. In cyclical terms, this marked the moment when correction overshot -
when reaction transformed into rupture.

From American Shock to Global Pattern

What Trump demonstrated was not an American anomaly, but a transferable political method—one
that would soon echo across other stressed democracies and security-saturated regions.

In Europe, this took a more institutional form. Leaders framed themselves not as rebels but as
restorers—of sovereignty, borders, and cultural coherence. The objective was similar: rolling back
liberal overreach and reasserting national primacy. The method was quieter, procedural, and legally
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calibrated. Courts, media, and supranational norms were not abolished but constrained. The cycle
matured from insurgency to consolidation. (Bull, 2012; Hirschman, 1991)

In the Middle East, ideological hardening followed a different logic shaped by constant existential threat.
Here, authority is justified less by cultural grievance and more by survival. Emergency becomes
permanent. Dissent becomes vulnerability. Politics narrows into security management, and moral debate
yields to necessity. (Hoffman, 2006; Kaldor, 2012)

Across regions, the pattern converges: personalization of power, scepticism toward institutional restraint,
emotional mobilization of identity, and the framing of politics as civilizational struggle rather than
policy choice.

China and Russia: The Counter-Model of Authoritarian Stability

China and Russia present a contrasting—but equally consequential—response to the same global
stresses. Instead of cyclical ideological correction through democratic volatility, they offer
authoritarian stability. Economic growth, national pride, and social order are prioritized over
pluralism. Moral legitimacy flows from performance and strength rather than consent.

This model appeals to societies exhausted by chaos. It promises predictability, coherence, and
decisiveness. Yet its geo-moral cost is different, not lower. Individual freedoms are subordinated to state
objectives. Dissent is framed as threat. Truth becomes instrumental. Stability is purchased at the expense
of moral agency. (Arendt, 1951; Fukuyama, 2014)

The existence of this counter-model further pressures democracies. When liberal systems appear chaotic
and authoritarian systems appear effective, the temptation to sacrifice liberty for order intensifies. The
global moral landscape fragments further.

The Moral Crisis: When Power Redefines Ethics

At the heart of today’s crisis lies a profound inversion: morality no longer restrains power; power
increasingly defines morality. Extremes on all sides claim righteousness. Human rights become
selective. Compassion is conditional. Suffering matters only when it aligns with one’s camp. The
Right’s extremes equate morality with cultural loyalty and strength. The Left’s extremes equate morality
with ideological purity. Authoritarian systems equate morality with stability and national success. Each
narrows the moral universe. Without shared ethical ground, dialogue collapses. Conflict escalates. The
geo-moral cost is paid not only in wars or repression, but in the erosion of empathy, trust, and shared
humanity. (Bull, 2012; Sen, 2006)

What This Means for Ordinary People

For citizens, this era feels heavy. Politics intrudes into private life. Social bonds strain. Anxiety becomes
ambient. People feel compelled to choose sides even when they desire balance. The greatest danger is
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not extremism alone, but exhaustion. A tired society is easier to divide, easier to manipulate, and harder
to heal. (Bauman, 2000; Sunstein, 2017)

India’s Constructive Role: A Civilizational Anchor in a Polarised World

Amid this turbulence, India occupies a unique moral and strategic position. As a civilization rather than
merely a nation-state, India carries a deep philosophical tradition that resists absolutism. Its civilizational
ethos emphasize balance over binary, duty over dominance, and harmony over homogenization. India’s
pluralism is not ideological—it is lived. Multiple faiths, languages, and identities coexist not through
uniformity, but through accommodation. The Indian philosophical tradition does not seek final answers,
but contextual wisdom. Concepts such as dharma emphasize responsibility calibrated to circumstance,
not rigid moralism.

In a world trapped between extremes, India can offer something rare: moral restraint without moral
relativism. Strategically, India understands power, deterrence, and sovereignty. Civilisationally, it
understands limits, humility, and coexistence. This combination allows India to engage all blocs without
surrendering autonomy. India’s role should not be to preach, but to demonstrate—through balanced
diplomacy, inclusive development, and institutional reform—that strength and compassion are not
opposites. In forums global and regional, India can argue for multi-polarity anchored in responsibility,
not domination. For a world fatigued by ideological excess, India’s quiet civilizational confidence may
serve as a stabilizing force. (Chaudhry, 2026)

Policy Takeaways: Navigating a World at the Edge

The following policy takeaways translate the preceding analysis into actionable guidance for
governments navigating ideological volatility.

e Rebuild Economic Dignity Before Managing Ideology. Political extremism is downstream of
economic insecurity. Without restoring stable livelihoods, affordable housing, and social mobility,
ideological moderation will remain unsustainable.

e Slow Cultural Change with Social Consensus, Not Moral Force. Societies absorb transformation
only when persuasion precedes prescription. Policy must respect cultural digestion rates, not
accelerate backlash through elite imposition.

e Address Radicalism Without Denial or Demonization. Violent extremism must be confronted
ideologically and operationally, while clearly separating faith from fanaticism. Avoiding the subject
fuels public distrust and political overreaction.

e Restore Institutional Legitimacy Through Accountability, Not Rhetoric. Institutions regain
trust only when visibly accountable. Reform must be tangible, transparent, and punitive where
failure or corruption is evident.

e Regulate Digital Platforms as Civic Infrastructure. Algorithmic amplification of outrage is a
systemic risk. Platforms should be treated as public-interest utilities, not neutral marketplaces of
emotion.
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e Rebalance Security and Liberty with Sunset Clauses. Emergency powers must be temporary by
design. Permanent exceptionalism erodes democracy and normalizes authoritarian reflexes.

e Resist Personalization of Power Through Strong Institutions. Systems must be resilient to
personalities. Institutional autonomy, not leader-centric governance, is the antidote to cyclical
disruption.

e Anchor Foreign Policy in Geo-Moral Restraint. Power without ethical self-limitation accelerates
global fragmentation. Strategic competition must be bounded by shared humanitarian baselines.

e Strengthen the Political Centre Without Diluting Convictions. The centre should be a space of
synthesis, not timidity. Effective governance requires combining economic realism with cultural
empathy.

e Leverage Civilizational Actors as Stabilizers. Countries like India, with pluralistic civilizational
traditions, can serve as mediators and norm-builders in a polarized multipolar order.

(Polanyi, 1944/2001; Fukuyama, 2014; Hoffman, 2006; Sunstein, 2017; Bull, 2012; Sen, 2006;
Chaudhry, 2026)

Conclusion: Reclaiming Balance in an Age of Extremes

The world today stands unmistakably at an edge—not of collapse, but of imbalance. The hardening of
ideological positions, the erosion of institutional trust, and the instrumentalisation of morality in the
pursuit of power are not isolated developments. They are the cumulative outcome of a cycle in which
prolonged dominance gave way to correction, and correction, accelerated by fear and technology, has
overshot into extremity. This moment is therefore not best understood through the lens of winners and
losers, Left or Right, but through the loss of proportion. When power ceases to be restrained by shared
ethical baselines, global politics drifts toward coercion, exclusion, and permanent instability. The true
cost of this drift is geo-moral: the gradual erosion of empathy, restraint, and legitimacy that makes order
sustainable.

Yet cycles do not end only in rupture. They also create space for recalibration. In this context, India’s
role assumes particular significance. As a civilizational state rather than a purely ideological one, India
carries a political and moral vocabulary rooted in balance, pluralism, and contextual responsibility. Its
traditions emphasise restraint without weakness, diversity without fragmentation, and power tempered
by duty. This ethos allows India to engage competing blocs without absolutism and to pursue strategic
autonomy without moral detachment. India’s potential contribution to global order is not hegemonic
leadership, but moral anchoring—demonstrating that strength and ethics need not be opposing forces.
In a world oscillating between chaos and control, India can help restore equilibrium by championing
dialogue, institutional reform, and ethical self-limitation in international conduct.

The future of global stability will not be decided by extremes alone, but by the ability of societies and
states to step back from them. In an age increasingly defined by certainty and confrontation, the
preservation of balance itself becomes an act of strategic wisdom. Reclaiming that balance—politically,
morally, and civilisationally—is the central challenge of our time.
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