
Edmund Burke, Thomas Paine, and the Birth
of Right and Left: A Comprehensive
Examination of Liberty, Equality, and Political
Thought in the 18th Century
The 18th century witnessed profound transformations in political thought
and the emergence of the concepts of "right" and "left" that continue to
shape our understanding of politics today. At the heart of these
developments were the ideas of Edmund Burke and Thomas Paine, two of
the most influential thinkers of the era.
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Burke, a British statesman and philosopher, is best known for his staunch
defense of tradition, order, and the established hierarchy. Paine, an
American revolutionary and political theorist, advocated for radical change,
individual liberty, and the rights of the common man.
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In this article, we will explore the contrasting perspectives of Burke and
Paine on liberty, equality, and the role of government. We will also examine
their profound influence on the development of political thought and the
birth of right and left ideologies.

Edmund Burke: The Conservative

Edmund Burke is widely regarded as one of the founders of conservative
political thought. His writings on politics and society emphasized the
importance of tradition, prescription, and the established order.

Burke believed that society is an organic entity that has evolved over time,
and that it is folly to attempt to radically change it. He argued that tradition
and prescription are essential for social stability and continuity.

Burke was also a staunch defender of the established hierarchy. He
believed that society is naturally hierarchical, and that it is important to
respect the authority of those in power.

Burke's ideas were deeply influenced by his experiences during the French
Revolution. He was horrified by the violence and chaos that ensued, and
he came to believe that radical change is always dangerous and
destructive.

Thomas Paine: The Radical

Thomas Paine was a radical thinker who advocated for fundamental
changes in society. He believed that all men are created equal and that
they have certain natural rights, including the right to liberty and self-
government.



Paine was a fierce critic of monarchy and aristocracy. He argued that these
institutions were oppressive and that they prevented the common man from
realizing his full potential.

Paine's ideas were hugely influential in the American Revolution. His
pamphlet "Common Sense" was widely read and helped to shape the
thinking of the Founding Fathers.

Paine's ideas also had a profound impact on the development of political
thought in Europe. His writings inspired many of the leaders of the French
Revolution, and his ideas continue to inspire radicals and revolutionaries
around the world.

Liberty, Equality, and the Role of Government

One of the key differences between Burke and Paine was their views on
liberty and equality.

Burke believed that liberty is a delicate and fragile thing that can easily be
lost. He argued that liberty is not simply the absence of restraint, but rather
a delicate balance between the rights of the individual and the needs of
society.

Paine, on the other hand, believed that liberty is an absolute right. He
argued that all men are born free and that they have the right to live their
lives as they see fit.

Burke also believed that equality is an unrealistic and dangerous goal. He
argued that men are naturally unequal in their abilities and that attempts to
create a more equal society will always lead to tyranny.



Paine, on the other hand, believed that equality is essential for a just and
free society. He argued that all men are equal in the eyes of the law and
that they should have equal opportunities to succeed.

Finally, Burke believed that the role of government is to preserve order and
protect the rights of individuals. He argued that government should be
limited in its powers and that it should not interfere in the lives of
individuals.

Paine, on the other hand, believed that government has a positive role to
play in society. He argued that government should promote the welfare of
the people and that it should protect the rights of the common man.

Legacy and Influence

The ideas of Edmund Burke and Thomas Paine have had a profound
influence on political thought and practice around the world.

Burke's ideas have inspired conservative thinkers and politicians for
centuries. His defense of tradition and order has been used to justify
everything from the divine right of kings to the modern welfare state.

Paine's ideas have inspired radicals and revolutionaries around the world.
His call for liberty, equality, and self-government has been used to justify
everything from the American Revolution to the French Revolution.

The ideas of Burke and Paine continue to be debated today. Their
contrasting perspectives on liberty, equality, and the role of government are
at the heart of many of the political debates that we face today.



Edmund Burke and Thomas Paine were two of the most influential political
thinkers of the 18th century. Their ideas on liberty, equality, and the role of
government have had a profound impact on the development of political
thought and practice around the world.

Burke's defense of tradition and order has inspired conservative thinkers
and politicians for centuries. Paine's call for liberty, equality, and self-
government has inspired radicals and revolutionaries around the world.

The ideas of Burke and Paine continue to be debated today. Their
contrasting perspectives on liberty, equality, and the role of government are
at the heart of many of the political debates that we face today.
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