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Thomas Paine, one of the most influential thinkers and writers of the 18th
century, was known for his passionate advocacy of liberty, justice, and
republican ideals. His writings fueled revolutionary movements and inspired
countless individuals to challenge tyranny. Among the many issues that
provoked his ire, one particularly significant event was England's decision
to go to war with France, a move that Paine vehemently opposed. This article
explores the circumstances surrounding this conflict, the reasons behind
Paine's anger, and the broader implications of England’s war with France as
perceived by one of the era’s most eloquent voices.

The Context of the War Between England and
France

The French Revolution and Its Impact
The late 18th century was a tumultuous period marked by revolutionary fervor
across Europe. The French Revolution, which began in 1789, aimed to overthrow
the monarchy and establish a republic based on Enlightenment principles. Its
radical ideas about liberty, equality, and fraternity resonated worldwide,
inspiring revolutionaries and reformers. However, revolutionary France also
posed a direct threat to the established monarchies and aristocracies of
Europe, including England.

England's Response to the Revolution
Initially, the British government adopted a cautious stance towards the
French Revolution, viewing it as a potential source of instability within
their own borders. However, as revolutionary ideas gained momentum and France
moved toward declaring war on other European powers, England perceived the
revolution as a threat to the balance of power and its own national security.

In 1793, England officially declared war on France, aligning with Austria,
Prussia, and other monarchies intent on suppressing the revolutionary
government in Paris. This decision marked a significant escalation in
hostilities, turning the revolutionary conflict into a broader European war.



Thomas Paine’s Perspective on England’s War
with France

Paine’s Advocacy for Peace and Revolution
Thomas Paine was a staunch supporter of the French Revolution and admired its
ideals. His writings, including "The Rights of Man," championed the cause of
liberty and denounced oppressive regimes. Paine believed that revolutionary
change was necessary for justice and that monarchy and aristocracy
represented tyranny.

When England declared war on France, Paine’s opposition was rooted in his
belief that violence and conflict only served to perpetuate oppression and
hinder the progress toward human rights. He saw the war as an unjustified act
of aggression driven by fear and self-interest rather than genuine concern
for national security.

The Specific Incident of Paine’s Anger
Paine’s anger was particularly piqued by the manner in which Parliament
justified the war. The British government claimed that the conflict was
necessary to defend Britain’s interests and uphold stability. However, Paine
argued that the real motives were imperial ambition, economic gains, and the
preservation of monarchy—values fundamentally opposed to the revolutionary
ideals he championed.

He criticized Parliament’s claims by highlighting the following points:
- The war was an act of aggression against a revolutionary people fighting
for their rights.
- The government was suppressing the will of the people who largely supported
the revolution in France.
- The conflict was causing unnecessary suffering, loss of life, and economic
hardship.

The Ethical and Political Dimensions of Paine’s
Opposition

Rejection of War as a Tool of Oppression
Paine believed that war, especially when initiated by governments claiming to
act in the people's interest, often served as a means of consolidating power
and suppressing dissent. He argued that the true path to peace and justice
lay in understanding and supporting revolutionary movements that sought to
establish liberty.



The Role of Public Opinion and Propaganda
Paine was also critical of how the British government used propaganda to
justify the war. He saw through the rhetoric that painted the French as
enemies of civilization and justice, emphasizing that such narratives were
designed to rally support for a conflict that was ultimately unjust.

He urged the British people to question their government’s motives and to
consider the moral implications of supporting a war against a nation fighting
for freedom.

The Broader Impact of Paine’s Views

Influence on Public Discourse
Thomas Paine’s outspoken opposition to England’s war with France influenced
public opinion and inspired many reformers and pacifists. His writings
emphasized the importance of moral integrity, individual rights, and the need
for governments to serve the interests of their citizens rather than imperial
ambitions.

Legacy in Anti-War and Revolutionary Movements
Paine’s stance contributed to the broader discourse on war and peace, laying
groundwork for later anti-war movements. His advocacy for peaceful resolution
and respect for revolutionary change remains relevant today, illustrating the
enduring power of principled opposition to conflict.

Conclusion: The Significance of Paine’s
Opposition
Thomas Paine’s anger over England’s declaration of war against France
underscores his commitment to justice, liberty, and moral integrity. His
critique of the government’s motives and his defense of revolutionary ideals
highlight the importance of holding leaders accountable and questioning the
justification for war. For Paine, the conflict was not merely a geopolitical
event but a moral issue that reflected the broader struggle between tyranny
and freedom.

His voice continues to resonate as an example of principled opposition to
unjust wars, reminding us of the importance of aligning political actions
with ethical values. By understanding Paine’s perspective, we gain insight
into the moral complexities of revolutionary times and the enduring relevance
of advocating for peace and justice in the face of government propaganda and
imperial ambition.



Additional Resources for Further Reading

"The Rights of Man" by Thomas Paine

"Thomas Paine: A Revolutionary Life" by John Keane

Articles on the French Revolution and its global impact

Studies on 18th-century European wars and political propaganda

Frequently Asked Questions

What was Thomas Paine's reaction to England going to
war with France?
Thomas Paine was greatly angered by England's decision to go to war with
France, as he believed it was unjust and detrimental to the principles of
liberty and peace.

Why did Parliament claim that England needed to go
to war with France?
Parliament claimed that the war was necessary to defend national interests
and counter the revolutionary threats emanating from France, but many
critics, including Paine, saw it as an unjust conflict.

How did Thomas Paine express his anger towards
England’s war with France?
Paine expressed his anger through writings and speeches advocating for peace
and criticizing the war as an attack on the ideals of liberty that both
nations cherished.

What impact did Thomas Paine believe the war would
have on the common people?
Paine believed that the war would bring suffering to ordinary people, drain
resources, and distract from the pursuit of liberty and justice.

Did Thomas Paine support the French Revolution, and



how did that influence his view on the war?
Yes, Paine was a supporter of the French Revolution, and he viewed England's
war as an attack on revolutionary ideals and the progress toward liberty.

What role did Parliament’s claims play in shaping
public opinion on the war, according to Paine?
Paine believed Parliament’s claims were exaggerated or misleading, used to
justify the war and suppress dissent against the conflict.

How did Thomas Paine’s stance on the war reflect his
broader political beliefs?
Paine’s opposition to the war reflected his commitment to liberty, peace, and
his skepticism of government actions that suppress individual freedoms.

What criticisms did Thomas Paine have of England’s
justification for war with France?
Paine criticized the justification as being based on fear, propaganda, and a
desire to maintain power rather than genuine concern for national security.

In what ways did Thomas Paine's anger about the war
influence his political activism?
His anger motivated him to speak out against militarism, advocate for
peaceful resolutions, and promote revolutionary ideals of liberty and
justice.

How is Thomas Paine’s reaction to England’s war with
France relevant today?
His reaction underscores the importance of questioning government motives for
war and advocating for peace and individual rights, themes still relevant in
contemporary politics.
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Thomas Paine, one of the most influential political thinkers and
revolutionary writers of the 18th century, was deeply moved—and often
enraged—by the political upheavals and imperial actions of his time. Among
the many issues that fueled his passion and shaped his writings, one



situation that greatly angered Thomas Paine was that England went to war with
France. Parliament claimed that this conflict was necessary for national
security and the preservation of order, but Paine saw it as an unjust,
imperialistic venture that betrayed the ideals of liberty and justice he
espoused. This article explores why Paine was so angered by England’s
declaration of war on France, the claims made by Parliament to justify it,
and how this event fit into the broader context of his revolutionary
philosophy.

---

The Historical Context: France and England in the Late 18th Century

To understand Paine’s anger, it is crucial to grasp the political landscape
of the late 18th century. France, before the Revolution, was an absolute
monarchy with a rigid class hierarchy. However, the French Revolution, which
began in 1789, challenged this status quo and sought to establish liberty,
equality, and fraternity. The revolution was both inspiring and threatening
to neighboring monarchies, including England.

England, under King George III, was wary of the revolutionary ideas spreading
across Europe. In 1793, fearing the revolutionary chaos and potential
spillover, England declared war on France. Parliament justified this war on
grounds of national security, protecting its interests, and preventing the
spread of revolutionary ideas across the Channel.

This declaration of war marked a significant shift from previous policies of
limited engagement to active military conflict. For those like Paine, who
championed liberty and condemned tyranny, this war was emblematic of the
oppressive tendencies of monarchical states.

---

Why Did Paine Become Greatly Angered?

1. Perception of the War as an Oppressive and Imperialist Act

Thomas Paine believed that the war was fundamentally oppressive. From his
perspective, England was using its military might to suppress revolutionary
movements and to maintain its colonial and imperial dominance. He saw the war
as a means for the ruling class to divert attention from domestic issues and
to consolidate power through violence.

Key points:

- The war was portrayed as a necessary defense of Britain’s sovereignty, but
Paine viewed it as an imperialistic attempt to crush the revolutionary spirit
in France and elsewhere.
- Paine believed that war, especially when driven by monarchs and
aristocrats, was often used to serve their own interests rather than the
people's.



2. The Betrayal of Revolutionary Principles

Paine was a staunch advocate for the principles of liberty, democracy, and
human rights. The French Revolution was, in his eyes, a shining example of
these ideals. The outbreak of war by England, which aimed to suppress the
revolution, was a betrayal of those ideals.

Key points:

- Paine saw the French Revolution as a struggle for universal human rights.
- England’s involvement in the war signified a retreat from Enlightenment
principles and a return to tyranny and oppression.

3. The Use of Propaganda and Justification by Parliament

Parliament claimed that the war was necessary to defend Britain from French
aggression and to protect its interests overseas. They argued that
revolutionary France posed a threat to stability and order in Europe.

Parliament claimed:

- That France was exporting revolutionary chaos and threatening neighboring
monarchies.
- That war was necessary to defend Britain’s sovereignty and colonial
interests.
- That the French revolutionaries were dangerous radicals who needed to be
contained.

Paine, however, saw these claims as manipulative and unjustified. He believed
that the true motive was to uphold the status quo of monarchic and
aristocratic dominance, rather than protect the rights of ordinary people.

---

Paine’s Critique of Parliament’s Justifications

Paine was critical of the way Parliament framed its justification for war. He
believed that their claims were based on fear-mongering and false pretenses
meant to rally support for a conflict that was fundamentally unjust.

He argued:

- The revolution in France was a legitimate pursuit of liberty, not a threat
to Britain.
- The war was an imperialist effort to suppress revolutionary ideals
spreading across Europe.
- The supposed threat to Britain’s security was exaggerated and used as a
justification for violence and repression.

Paine’s writings, such as The Rights of Man and other political tracts,
emphasize that governments often resort to war to preserve their own power at



the expense of the people's rights.

---

The Broader Impact of Paine’s Anger

1. Advocacy for Peace and Revolution

Paine’s anger over England’s war with France fueled his advocacy for peaceful
revolution and the importance of aligning government actions with principles
of justice and liberty. He believed that true change came through the
people's voice and reason, not through violence and war.

2. Criticism of Monarchy and Aristocracy

He saw the war as a symptom of the corrupt and oppressive nature of
monarchical rule. His writings often criticize the ruling classes for their
role in perpetuating violence and injustice.

3. Influence on Revolutionary Movements

Paine’s vehement opposition to the war and the claims made by Parliament
inspired many reformers and revolutionaries. His ideas contributed to the
broader movement for democratic governance and human rights.

---

List of Key Points Why Thomas Paine Was Greatly Angered by the War

- Perceived Oppression: Viewed the war as an imperialist attempt to oppress
revolutionary movements.
- Betrayal of Enlightenment Ideals: Saw the conflict as a betrayal of
liberty, equality, and fraternity.
- Manipulative Justifications: Criticized Parliament’s propaganda and false
pretenses used to rally support for war.
- Defense of the French Revolution: Supported the French Revolution’s ideals
and saw the war as an attack on those principles.
- Moral Outrage: Felt that violence and war were morally unjustified when
driven by greed and power rather than justice.

---

Conclusion: Paine’s Enduring Legacy

Thomas Paine’s anger at England’s decision to go to war with France reflects
his deep commitment to the principles of liberty, justice, and human rights.
His critique of Parliament’s claims reveals a skepticism of government
motives and a belief in the importance of reason and morality in political
decisions. This episode in history underscores the ongoing tension between
imperial interests and revolutionary ideals—a tension that Paine fought
against throughout his life. His writings continue to inspire those who stand



for liberty and justice against oppressive regimes and unjust wars.

By understanding Paine’s perspective, we gain insight into the moral and
philosophical debates surrounding revolutionary change and the use of
violence in political conflicts. His outrage remains a powerful reminder of
the importance of aligning government action with the fundamental rights of
individuals and the pursuit of true liberty.
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