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1. 
 
Yuval Levin’s book “The Great Debate” (2014) proposes to examine the root of polarized 
American politics through an exploration of its earliest exemplars, namely those two famous 
18th century rival philosophers: E. Burke & T. Paine.  Levin’s volume is highly edifying and 
excites the classical political intellectual in all of us -- yet it runs some risk of mistaking that 
1700s debate for the one which we are currently facing.   
 
The very clarity with which we are able to objectively comprehend this classical struggle of 
Left/Right should make us suspect that our subjective History has already, concealed 
underneath the old veneer, moved on... 
 
So let us see what Burke and Paine have to say.  Let us behold how their views might be 
integrated.  Let us try to understand how the conservative/liberal polarity is distinct from the 
understanding of developmental phases of cultural psychology.  What are the similarities and 
differences between these men -- and between them and our current politics. 
 

2.  
 
We all know there is something like “right-leaning” and “left-leaning”.  These basic political 
orientations show up differently in various epochs.  Conservatives once defended the 
monarchy against democracy but now they defend Old Democracy against New Democracy. 
SO it goes.  This polarization does not surprise us.  We have split brains & two main genders. 
Organic horizontal oppositions are common in natural human affairs.  And yet we easily fall 
prey to exaggerating and simplifying their influence.  
 
When we want to connect Burke to the intellectual trends in modern conservative politics, or 
Paine to modern progressive politics, do we really know what are talking about?  
 
Allow me to present a different perspective: 
 



 
Men and women evolve psychologically.  Human childhood and human history are stories 
about shifts in phases of understanding.  We grow from one appreciation of the world into 
another more complicated version.  Our development is occasioned by various efforts, 
circumstances and by the grace of Nature.  She has laid down tracks that encode past patterns 
of emergence into present souls.  Thus mankind (sic) is filled with diverse forms of 
consciousness which inspect diverse but common interpretations of reality.  These are readily 
conceived as “phases of understanding”.   
 
Understanding (in the sense of “knowing” about the patterns of the world) is just one 
specialized limb of our psychology.  To any man’s understanding we should add a host of other 
levels: aesthetics, emotional richness, ethical sophistication, physical coordination, spiritual 
coherence, etc.  We have multiple skills and multiple forms of intelligence.  Obviously we 
cannot bring all of them to bear upon any given inquiry but to be both decent and efficient, we 
must require ourselves to analyze human conflict by virtue of at least two such elements.  
 
Call these two, very roughly, our “horizon of knowledge” and our “motivational temperament”. 
Or more succinctly: cognition & attitude.  
 
Parsing these levels, according to the scientific traditions made famous by developmental 
psychologists and developmental historians, we can detect a fascinating conjunction in the 
highly charged relationship between BURKE & PAINE.  
 
Mr. Edmund Burke gives us ample written evidence to suppose his combination of integrative 
(post-post-modern) thinking with traditionalist (pre-modern) social instincts, Mr. Thomas Paine 
displays a progressive naturalist (post-modern/pluralist) set of ideas driven by rational 
humanist-individualist (modern) sentiments. 
 

 
 



If we take this diagram seriously we encounter a strange balance (the dotted line) between 
their respective pairs of cognitive and attitudinal phases.  This exciting reciprocity helps us 
describe both the fireworks and the appropriateness of the argument between these two 
brilliant moral philosophers.  
 
Accepting our pairs-of-levels, we could predict that Paine will be confounded by the 
complexity, developmentalism and nuance of Burke’s thinking -- while also being horrified at 
his emotional sympathies for orthodox traditions even in their most inhuman and corrupt 
forms.  Conversely, Burke is destined to look down upon the idealistic simplifications of Paine’s 
anarcho-democratic principles while being reticent to step towards natural empathic 
self-identification with the agenda of modern individualistic progress. 
 
We would expect that Burke’s demand for a postmetaphysical politics will be somewhat 
sabotaged by his oddly disinterested attitude toward individuals enslaved by mythically 
reinforced oligarchs.  And we expect that Paine’s self-focused, programming-oriented citizenry 
will frequently fail to achieve their goals due to the overly simplistic, mechanistic and linear 
approach to the principles of society.   
 
And, generally speaking, this IS what we find in their works and in Levin’s presentation of their 
philosophies.  
 
Let’s take a quick look at their respective philosophies.... 
 
 

3. 
 

Paine’s Vision 
 

 
Paine’s view, in brief, may be called the reboot strategy.   
 
This approach expresses the periodic need of human communities to undergo the temporary 
revolutionary deactivation of our economic and political system -- in order to more 
intelligently revise our social programming.  Shut down.  Install better programs.  Reboot.  
 
His surprisingly contemporary model treats human organisms as “hardware”.  This 
bio-psychological matrix has remained basically unchanged over the course of human history 
but our relatively superficial social habits (software) have varied considerably.  And these 
various have frequently been abysmally.   
 
Although Paine considers us to be instinctively sociable animals, we nevertheless require 
“good and sane rules” to secure the maximal well-being and progress of all individuals.  Yet 
our social protocols are always being distorted by special interests.  The rights of individuals 



are constantly, and criminally, infringed upon by the intentional and unintentional habits of 
the wealthy, the predatory, the dogmatic, the tribal, the conniving, the heavily armed, etc.   
 
These private interests inevitably interfere with the operation of society in order to privatize a 
larger share of our resources and social a higher percentage of their waste and stress.   
 
Often during human History we lacked the sociological and biological data to understand that 
is how special interests operate.  We therefore hardly noticed how far out of whack most 
societies had become in their deviation from the natural dignity, freedom and abundance of 
all individuals which alone can satisfy the community of rational animals.  But in the last few 
centuries there have been revolutionary advancements in our material and scientific 
understanding.  These have given us the tools and the example to pursue a more accurate 
understanding of the human being and therefore reveal the yawning gap between our natural 
requirements and our social habits.   
 
We now see how far this or that custom has strayed from the actual needs of the human type.   
 
Social friction, depression, unrest, starvation and injustice are more easily understood once we 
perceive how “unnaturally” most societies are currently arranged -- creating organically 
abhorrent inequalities between the well-being of different types of humans.  Once we realize 
this we are morally obliged to combat human misery by rebooting society to update our rules 
such that they become more serviceable to the equal needs for survival, pleasure, self-worth 
and growth for all sapient beings.   
 
And the key to that transformation is that only “the people’s consent”, determined by majority 
of citizens, can be tolerated as the legitimation of government. 
 
This is the laudable and sensible position that Western democracies (sic) have taken since the 
American and French Revolutions. But there are several obvious problems with Paine’s 
persuasive point of view.   
 

a) First of all we learn by an overview of history and study of the effects of social stress 
that human beings are readily traumatized and laid open to degenerative distress 
during “revolutionary crises”.  Catastrophes seldom lead to progressive outcomes.   
 
b) Secondly we must understand that the risk of “idealistic” tinkering by dogmatists and 
immoralists is a significant obstacle to generating “new principles” for legal and 
economic management. 
 
c) Thirdly, progressive risk going mad and bad in their zeal to do whatever is necessary 
to stop the old social order.  Revolutionary “paradigm shifts” and their social agents 
almost always go too far and treat the nature of human culture far too superficially. 

 



Can we intervene to change the nature of a society?  Well, yes and no.  A skilled beekeeper 
may certainly catch a swarm in a tree and cause it to live productively in a hive-box.  But if he 
should seek morally, late one night, to kill the queen bee and give drones the vote -- tragedy 
would naturally follow. 
 

4. 
 

Burke’s Vision 
 
Burke’s view is more organic.  He sees human beings as simultaneously biological, social and 
psychological organisms.  He denies that we are really just rational animals with a layer of 
cultural programming.  Rather our irrational allegiances, our inherited customs, our 
imagination and the peculiarities of our slowly evolved moral framework are complementary 
and simultaneously parts of our authentic being.   
 
Many social habits are horrific -- but so are many types of social change.  It cannot be treated 
simply.  Each pathway of progress negates other possible pathways of progress.  These must 
be weighed against each by experienced parties in order to prevent attempts at improvement 
from becoming overly disruptive and counterproductive.  We could not organize science, 
literature or military campaigns by a simple majority of consent.  And where even legitimate 
progress goes too far against the peculiar grain of an ethos, ecosystem or inherited use of 
human instincts then it must itself be treated as a disease.  
 
Healthy food will not help me if I am allergic to them!   
 
So changes must only be as rapid as can be assimilated by the unfolding emotional reality of 
individuals and collectives.  Immigration of other races and religions, for example, becomes 
more destructive than ethical as soon as it exceeds the ability of the nation to naturalize and 
embrace the incoming peoples.  As soon as countries reach that level there is a spread of 
contagious xenophobia which converts moderates into racists -- just as surely as you would 
start to hate your favorite food if you were forced to eat too much of it at once.  Integration 
depends on judicious implementation.   
 
All progress depends upon the health of the very mechanism which progressives try to replace 
or destroy.  This is Burke’s argument.  One of the sanest pro-conservative arguments... 
although one that seldom expresses the position of today’s self-proclaimed conservatives.  
 
Burke’s very compelling vision  suffers, obviously, from the fact that some important universal 
needs or urgent catastrophic realities simply cannot wait.  Some benevolent solutions will 
simply never be “welcomed” by the forces of resource-control and habit which emerge from 
living communities.  Intervention on behalf of higher perspectives IS frequently a moral 
necessity.   
 



Many improvements to our customs may be of the sort which (like the difficulty of our natural 
eyes to penetrate an optical illusion) will inevitably seem counterintuitive to most people.  So 
even if it is good for everyone it will always be opposed by power-holders and the masses. 
Some tyranny of benevolent rationality is the only thing that can opposed this -- for people 
and power-holders do not always make the best choices.  
 
 

5. 
 

Some Other Points of Division 
 
There is an old joke:   
 

There are two kinds of people in this world -- the ones who think there are two 
kinds of people & the ones who don’t.   

 
This joke expresses the divide between Paine & Burke.   
 
Conservatives are often very accepting of partisanship and dualism.  Burke see the struggle of 
between cultures as natural and accepts that his adversaries, like himself, will band together 
to oppose each other.  When nationalism stirs in our emotions it does not make us think that 
other nations are not nationalistic -- but it makes us quite happy to demonize or oppose them. 
We expect they will do the same.  The obviousness of cultural rivalry and inter-cultural warfare 
is very clear to traditionalists.  This drives their language usage -- so we find them attributing 
all virtues to their own group and freely making wildly inaccurate and inconsistent claims 
about their opponents.  They are not troubled by this.  It is a natural side-effect of group 
allegiance.  Thus an emotional conservative always tends to “use” rather than “believe in” 
apparently rational statements.   
 
This vexes progressives.  They are always reeling from the “incomprehensible” hyperbole, 
inconsistency and partisanship spewing with ease from conservative mouths.  Paine is typically 
progressive.  He would do away with parties, partisans and rival cultures.  He cannot 
comprehend why anyone would oppose his obviously right and just social innovations on 
behalf of all individuals.  For the progressive there is no need to preserve factual ignorance or 
nationalistic allegiances.   
 
Facetiously, we might say that a conservative complaint about partisanship means “I wish 
those deviants would just give up!”  And a progressive complaint about partisanship means, 
“Why does there have to be an argument?”  So Burke and Paine are instinctively divided on the 
importance of allegiances and struggles between social groups.   
 
What are their other differences? 
 



 
 PAINE 

 
● natural social equality of all individuals 
● government by consent only 
● reason alone 
● err on the side of protecting individual desire from inherited group habits -- since only 

today’s individual’s know how to respond to today’s circumstances 
 

BURKE 
 

● indivisibility of basic equality & variation in competence of understanding 
● government by a mixture of consent, habit, mood and cultivated implicit capacity 
● intentional blending of reason, habit and imagination 
● err on the side of collective habits -- since they are older and better adapted than 

individual reactions. 
 
Paine would agree with the author James Joyce who said, “History is a nightmare from which I 
am trying to awaken ”.   
 
Paine comprehends the dangers of heredity and inheritance as elements which make society 
less intelligent.  It is said, for example, that the decay of the ancient Roman Empire was 
temporarily reversed by the famous “Reign of the 5 Good Emperors”.  What made them so 
good?  They invented new rule which said the dead emperors would not be replaced by their 
eldest male heir.  Blood was not a qualification.  Instead the emperors had to train and groom 
successor from outside their immediate family.  Heredity is no proof of capacity.  And it means 
that the descendants of criminals and predators get to keep having unfair advantage over the 
rest of human society.  That is the result of mindlessly passing our rules on from generation to 
generation. 
 
But Burke points out that the lack of “skilled capacity to manage society” is precisely what you 
do NOT get when decisions are left to the undifferentiated majority in service to simplistic 
principles of Absolute Liberty.   
 
Burke thinks you must inherit (from personal experience or parentage or customs) very many 
things in order to have any kind of general competence in steering society benevolently.  For 
him it does not matter one bit whether our traditions began in criminal acts or superficial 
misunderstandings.  All development and all depth means receiving the primitive forces and 
enfolding them into more complex and nuanced and coherent structures.  Value is added by 
efforts over time.  The meaning comes from the evolution -- not the original purity.  It is not so 
important to change the content of society.  Content must be understood better and 
integrated more effectively.  That is what creates general well-being, abundance and meaning 



within individuals and societies.  So judicious adaptation must take precedence over all hasty 
cries for “emergency measures” and “radical changes”.   
 
Our customs are not arbitrary.  You cannot “save the bees by wrecking the hive”.  You cannot 
thrive by cutting off your own roots and then trying to build new ones.  There must be 
continuity in order to have moral evolution in society.  
 
And it is not so easy to choose between these positions of Burke and Paine.  Both seem very 
insightful.  Perhaps we can understand Paine as a figure who is continuous with his own 
cultural history -- providing the next natural adaptation in a long chain of periodic “new rules” 
which his ancestors have often enjoyed.  And perhaps we can appreciate Burke as a man 
devoted to enacting rational principles of human betterment through the creation of new rules 
which are organic and stable enough to actually succeed. 
 
In the radically transformed world we inherit from the 18th century we must find a 
convergence between the visions of both men.  
 
 

6. 
 

Convergence 
 
Paine and Burke agreed on the necessity of the American Revolution.  They profoundly 
disagreed on the nature of the French Revolution.  While Paine predicted (rightly) that new 
constitutions would be based on democracy, human rights and individualism -- it was Burke 
who (correctly) guessed that the idealism of the revolution would lead to slaughter, evil, chaos 
and the inevitable totalitarianism of a charismatic military dictator.   
 
It would be terrible to choose one man and neglect the other.  Either road by itself makes 
many mistakes.  How can we combine them?  What points could be considered an outline of 
the natural convergence of Burke and Paine?  They would approximate the following: 
 

a) The governance of society must be more thoroughly distributed.  We cannot narrowly focus 
only upon New Laws from the Legislature.  There are many other sources of customs and 
realities in society.  However we also cannot permit the extreme and arbitrary gap between 
Rulers & the Ruled.  Democracy is an attempt to make the wall between People and Governors 
more permeable.  That permeability strongly resembles the need to understand governance as 
existing through society and not being entirely the domain of law-makers. Improved power and 
well-being of all members of society depends upon maximizing the collective intelligence of the 
group -- which depends upon drawing input-about-decisions from a broadly diverse population 
of qualified participants.   
 
b)  Our right to individual liberty means that we must be maximally free from all of the 
following things: want, affliction, economic injustice, intolerable role assignments, lack of 



self-control, inner incoherence, lack of self-understanding, neglect of our obligations, basic 
discontent with our society, depressing cultural ugliness and monotony, etc.  Freedom must be 
defined according both Burke and Paine’s combined specifications. 
 
c) The intelligence necessary for participating in the governance of society is not provided by 
EITHER assigned roles, inheritance, official status OR basic human understanding and 
citizenship.  We must look to a “degree of qualification” for social decision making that is not 
reduced to the lowest common denominator or free to be hijacked by elite training, inherited 
status or monetary superiority.   
 
d) Neither the existence of customs nor their abhorrence to individual prerogatives can 
determine what social patterns ought to exist.  A hybrid standard approximated by “cultural 
health” must be determined by a mixture of organismic rights, inherited affects & cultural 
richness. 
 
e) To be qualified for any right must mean that you have something that resembles both 
embodied experience (Burke) and the private knowledge of principles (Paine).  The most 
obvious combination of these factors would be to test for the interior patterns and traces which 
correlate with experiential complexity and capacity. 
 

In all his positions, Paine seeks simplicity.   
 
We should understand the will-to-simplicity as an attempt to focus on what is widely 
understandable, what is intellectually reliable enough to enthuse our feelings, empowering, 
and above all ready to begin.  But Burke seeks to preserve complexity.  Complexity is the sign 
of something that has matured, adapted to many circumstances and obstacles.  It is ready to 
persist -- in growth and evolution. 
 
Both men point to nature as their guide.  She is as simple as possible but that simplicity is 
expressed curiously into the flight of flocks and the manifold tangle of the rhizome of roots. 
Straight lines and obvious “blocks” are not the form of natural efficiency.  So today we must 
seek simplexity.  We suffer from Einstein’s rule that things must be as simple as possible but 
no simpler.  Functions are the key.  And we have non-linear functions that would have been 
uncanny in the 18th century.  It is no longer the case that Platonic principles of mathematics 
stand in opposition to the messiness of life.  Our arts of complexity and chaos science reveal 
the algorithmic reliability of the unpredictable.  Thus we can expect to establish Paine’s 
universal principles in a style that more closely resembled the indirect and complicated 
organic masses of Burke’s social vision. 
 
These men also disagreed on their “feeling of Time”.  Although Paine felt the deep time of 
Natural History which connects us to ancient human beings, he thought this must be 
expressed within the local arena of each individual generation.  Burke felt the more recent 
generations of his own society whispering in his ears but they were whispering about 
preparing a long and indefinite future.  Neither position is adequate in isolation.  Today we 
know about but have not adequately institutionalized the need to bequeath our descendants a 



maximal degree of self-programming liberty and a maximal degree of preparation for long 
range, incremental challenges for which Republics, with their narrow temporal focus, almost 
never prepare.   
 
Our “free self-determination” within each generation must be a sensible selection from 
amongst those choices most likely to preserve what was meaningful in the past and prepare 
the abundance, power and liberty of our descendants.  Only this kind of scenario takes the 
requirements of both Burke and Paine into account.  
 
When we look at the arguments each man presented against the other we find many areas in 
which they could easily be supportive.  It is precisely Burke’s appreciation of the need for the 
British government to better integrate American needs that Paine should argue is the basis of 
the imperative to appreciate and integrate the needs of all slaves, excluded groups, 
disempowered political and economic classes.  And, conversely, Burke should insist that the 
renewal of society in the service of liberty for individuals can only occur if there is a rational 
(and trans-historically appropriate) accounting of the variability based on experience, training 
and exposure to opportunities.   
 
The sentiments of individuals who randomly happen to exist in the current population 
(whether as the “broad masses” or the “inherited or predatory power holders”) cannot be 
taken as adequate intelligence with which to steer the society.   
 
Collective deliberation does not come into exist by merely sampling the 
will-of-the-undifferentiated-majority anymore than by sampling the interests-of-the-privileged. 
Wet must seek the best overall course of action.  To do so we must proceed by 
ultra-democratic mechanisms that free the available intelligence from the “unjust social 
illusions” of both status and equality.  Merely being a Lord or merely being a Citizen does not 
thereby indicate any particular moral or intelligent capacity to discern the optimal well-being 
of the nation.  Convergence is needed.  
 
Today we look back -- as if upon the custom of our people -- at centuries individual liberty, the 
story of free elections and desire to produce simplified rules for enhancing group intelligence 
and freeing people from unnecessary limits of custom.   
 
Since the French Revolution (since Paine) we might say that “being a citizen of the world” has 
become as much our custom as being “a citizen of my nation”.  And this is destined to confuse 
and replace the distinctions between the positions of these two esteemed men.  Today many 
“ethnocentric thinkers” appear as zealous advocates of principles and radical simplicity.  While 
many “planetary humanists” voice a cautious pursuit of gradual improvement through 
recalibration of our legal and social mechanisms.  The need for convergence is all the more 
necessary in the current epoch’s departure from the liberal and conservative tendencies 
previously articulated by Burke and Paine.  
 



 
7. 
 

The New Polarizations 
 
I mentioned at the outset that the clarity with which we objectify the Paine/Burke debate as 
the essence of right/left polarization may indicate that we have already largely moved on into 
a subsequent phase of that dichotomy.  Levin is open to this notion in principle but in practice 
minimizes it to keep continuity with his focus on the 18th century. 
 
Levin’s obscure contention that these two philosophers have been “used and abused” by 
subsequent generations of left/right thinkers masks the fundamental difference in pairs 
between popular politics today and these classical visionaries.  When the broad mass of 
contemporary progressives gaze upon The Right they behold vocal advocates of 
fiscally-sensible, capitalist individualism, post-racism and free speech.  However they also 
observe that this modernist thinking is driven by a nationalistic flocking behavior which cares 
little for rational, facts, consistency and mysteriously rotates in support of racists, barons, 
christians, sexists and the uneducated -- as if intently seeking to reestablish the political and 
economic realities of something like the late Medieval Period.  These are traditionalist and 
conformist feelings.   
 
And when these self-proclaimed conservatives inspect their progressive opponents they 
discover a vocal affirmation of diversity, rights, tolerance, sensitive intelligence and social 
improvement -- but coming from a pack of surprisingly uniform and arrogant members of the 
new patriotism.   
 
The climate agenda falters in part because its opponents fear that to affirm a green shift they 
have sacrifice profits and join into the whole mass of “latte-drinking, gay-friendly, 
promiscuous, anti-christians”.   So the publically dominant political struggle today is between 
two groups who talk differently but walk a very similar walk.  Right-wingers correctly evaluate 
sentimental “politically correct” leftists as being roughly equivalent to a rival religion seeking to 
replace them in their inherited land.   
 
Caught in the middle are those who identify emotionally with international humanity and 
rational individualism.  These people are often disgusted by the similar group behaviour on 
“both sides”.  They even exaggerate the degree to which both sides are equally complicit on all 
problematic issues.  Yet these people often inhabit a fantasy world in which they think that 
they represent the real soul of the party... which will eventually come around to their own 
sober and well-informed Burke/Paine style of political polarizations.   
 
If only that were so!  Imagine how much progress would get made if “conservatives” and 
“liberals” both operated from a temperamental base which was at least rationalistic!  But the 
possibilities and closed loops of electronic culture have driven us in the opposite direction -- 



more isolated, hastier, constantly fed upon “facts” which are tailored to our existing consumer 
preferences and constantly illuminated by the vast spectacle of the global circus in which 
ideological struggle and reality-creating are endemic.  
 
We are in the future which Paine & Burke foresaw. 
 
Consider these few points: 
 
Paine’s dedication to individuals freeing themselves from impious and irrational social rules 
through radical means could easily be said to characterize the intellectual agenda of “Tea Party 
Republicans” -- the prominent voice of the Right in the early Internet Age.  While Burke’s 
sensitivity to internal and community-oriented gradualism is constantly appearing as the 
attitude of today’s Left politicians.   
 
“The Obamas” (the apparently progressive face of the progressive Left in mainstream 
American politics) exhibit a combination of Paine-esque technocratic “social reprogramming” 
and Burke-esque cultural sensitivity combined a strong impulse toward taste, elegance, the 
traditional movements and inherited elitisms of their society.  They are descended from the 
first TV-democrat “Jack Kennedy” who was striking Burkian when he told us to “ask not what 
your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country”.   
 
Whereas “post-Bush” conservative populists -- the Palin, Fox News, Tea Party axis -- typically 
ignore Burke’s understanding of developmental progress and try to hastily shut off the 
“deviant rules” through a radical shutdown/reboot which they imagine is in service to the lived 
communities of America.  They are famous for radical “purity tests” which, the joke goes, even 
President Reagan would fail.  
 
Burke vs Paine:  
Integrative Thinking with Traditional Feelings vs Pluralistic Thinking with Modernist Feelings. 
 
Today’s American Polarization: 
Pluralistic-Traditionalists vs. Modernist-Traditionalists. 
 
That is how the “pairs” we started out with can show us where we are today.  Complaints 
against Progressives are that they act like a conformist bunch of religious gullibles who parrot 
the same facts about the climate and want to dogmatically police speech and symbolism. 
Complaints against Conservatives are that they are nationalistic regressives who prefer their 
distorted traditions to human well-being and opposed the diversity of the country.  These are 
roughly the same complaint.  There is a feedback loop screaming between the conformist 
manifestations both the “conservative” and “progressive” factions. And when confronted with 
this fact both factions simply point at their intellectual capacity to affirm values that are more 
developed than their sensibilities.   
 



And we could complicate this vision a little more if we take “social liberal” to mean 
expansionist, interventionist, activist and “social conservative” to mean reluctance, autonomy, 
caution, etc. 
 
Using that lens we find that American polarization squares off between: 
 
Ethnocentric Social Liberals (calling themselves Conservatives) who want to intervene militarily 
in foreign countries, who want to interfere with the sexual and reproductive rights of others, 
who want to control the content of entertainment, who want to interfere in the education 
system -- but always in pre-rational support of their ethnic clan. 
 
Worldcentric Social Conservatives (calling themselves Liberal Democrats) who are sympathetic 
technocrats who want to bring the nation into alignment with the global consensus but 
generally avoid wars and leave individuals free to determine their own entertainment, 
abortion, computer usage, sexuality, marriage, etc.. 
 
There has been a remixing or inversion.  Burke and Paine cannot help us here.  But there are 
nevertheless worth studying.  We are left to wonder if perhaps the author Levin succumbs a 
little to his own fantasy that 18th century intellectual drivers are still relevant in 21st century 
conservative and liberal approaches.  Educated and rational men always inscribe their own 
tendencies rather idealistically into the heart of current affairs. 
 
We will have to drink deeply from the wisdom of our learned ancestors without failing to see 
the effects that the current social, economic and technological environments are having on 
our basic expression of left/right AND traditional/modern/post-modern.  Unless we find a path 
to convergence our inheritance and our free future rights will both be forfeit.  
 

 
These Parties, which by their dissention have so often distracted the Nation, 
which by their union have once saved it, and which by their collision and mutual 
resistance, have preserved the variety of our Constitution in its unity, be (as I 
believe they are) nearly extinct by the growth of new ones... which have their 
roots in the present circumstances of the times.   

 
- E. Burke 


