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The Taiping Rebellion in China was a brutal civil war that 
occurred in the middle of the nineteenth century, claiming 
the lives of over 20 million people. Mao later repackaged it 

as a proto-socialist revolution against the forces of imperialism and 
claimed it was the first step on the road to the People’s Republic of 
China. Today’s historians argue about the causes of the rebellion 
and the role of its leader, the enigmatic Hong Xiuquan.

What caused the Taiping Rebellion?
Between 1850 and 1853, the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom developed 
from a millenarian religious movement into a social revolution 
before finally transforming into an alternative government of the 
Chinese empire. It shook the pillars of the Qing dynasty’s power and 
resulted in a 14-year civil war (1850–1864) that claimed the lives of 
anywhere between 20 to 70 million people.

The brutality of the Taiping Rebellion makes understanding its 
causes vitally important. So what were its origins? An orthodox 
approach to this issue might invoke the great man theory.

Great man?
Hong Xiuquan, the quasi-mystical leader of the Taiping Heavenly 
Kingdom, was born around 1814 into a family of Hakkas, farming 
migrants who were always considered outsiders by the indigenous 
communities in which they settled. Thought bright and energetic 
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Exam context by his family, it was hoped that Hong might pass the Chinese civil 
service exam and join the privileged ranks of the scholar-officials. 
Unfortunately he failed four times.

Hong Xiuquan fell into the company of Christian missionaries 
such as the London Protestant Society and the American Baptists, 
who had recently become active in the Canton region in which he 
lived. Hong discovered the writings of Liang Fa, the first Chinese 
Protestant minister and a famous evangelist, and was attracted 
to the Baptist ideas of personal closeness to God and social 
equality on Earth. This attraction was quite understandable for 
a man who had suffered four humiliating personal defeats at the 
hands of a rigid, hierarchical and Confucianist political system, 
or at least its examination process. For 2 months in 1847, the 
American missionary Issachar Jacox Roberts became a mentor to 
Hong, earnestly steering him down the path of spiritual conversion. 
However, so the story goes, Roberts saw something unsavoury in the 
eyes of Hong Xiuquan and ultimately refused to baptise him.

Undeterred, Hong pressed ahead with his conversion armed only 
with Liang Fa’s pamphlet,’Good Words Exhorting Mankind’. He 
had always interpreted Christian ideas literally but there had been 
no forewarning that he was about to proclaim a self-apotheosis. 
Indeed, during a bout of fever Hong believed that God had revealed 
to him that he, Hong Xiuquan, was in fact the brother of Jesus Christ.

His movement started humbly. With a few friends and followers 
Hong established the God Following Society in 1843. By 1850, the 
newly reformulated Taiping army claimed 10,000 convert-soldiers. 
By 1853 the Taiping army was 1 million strong and had captured the 
historic city of Nanjing, proclaiming it their capital. Hong Xiuquan 
was crowned king.

Once settled in Nanjing, Hong retreated to his palace where 
he slipped into megalomania and decadence. He had a rival 
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executed for also claiming to be a relative of Jesus. He forbade 
sexual intercourse but procured 86 concubines. When he was finally 
defeated in 1864, he is thought to have committed suicide by eating 
poisonous wild mushrooms. Hypocritical, delusional, charismatic 
and visionary, it is easy to echo J. D. Spence in wondering ‘how this 
particular man had such an astounding impact upon his country for 
so many years?’

Historical revisionism
We must try to separate our analysis from the seductive charm of 
the narrative. We must ask ourselves if one man alone could inspire 
over 1 million people to rebel against a centuries-old regime, and be 
ultimately responsible for a civil war.

If we assume the revisionist perspective of a functionalist 
historian then we are compelled to answer ‘no’ to these questions, 
or at least to argue no, not entirely. So what did cause the Taiping 
Rebellion if not the actions of one man?

Economic atrophy and political stasis exacerbated pre-existing 
social discontent. These factors combined with a long-standing 
Chinese tradition of millenarian rebellions and a great wave of 
contemporary frustration towards foreigners to create the conditions 
for a popular uprising. Perhaps Hong Xiuquan simply provided the 
impetus required to provoke a full-scale civil war that had been long 
percolating.

Economic atrophy
In 1700 Portuguese traders recently returned from the far east 
declared China to be the richest country in the world. Indeed, China 
thought itself no less, proclaiming itself to be the Celestial empire. 
In 1795 Emperor Qianlong told Western traders:

‘ There is nothing that we do not possess…and the products of 
the foreign barbarians are really not needed to balance supply 
and demand. ’However, by the middle of the nineteenth century the average 

Chinese person was poorer than the average American, having been 
five times richer just 100 years earlier. Part of the problem was the 
economic penetration of China by the West, in particular Britain. 
By 1842 Britain had dealt the Qing dynasty a crushing defeat in the 
First Opium War and set about dominating Chinese trading waters. 
This had the dual effect of enabling Britain to dominate shipping 
in the region and spread opium addiction across the coastal cities. 
As an economic consequence, unemployment increased, especially 
among Chinese sailors and fishermen.

This situation was made considerably worse by the population 
explosion that had occurred in China over the previous century. 
From the mid eighteenth to the mid nineteenth century the Chinese 
population is estimated to have doubled from 150 million to 300 
million. This greatly increased pressure on resources, housing, 
infrastructure and employment — worsening poverty and hardening 
resentment among the poor towards both Westerners and the ruling 
Qings. In other words, economic atrophy caused popular resentment 
towards the ruling classes, making rebellion a genuine possibility.

Political stasis
In the eighteenth century, Enlightenment thinkers considered the 
Qing dynasty to be presiding over the most sophisticated civilisation 
in the world. Voltaire wrote that:

‘ It is, in fact, in morality, in political economy, in agriculture, 
in the necessary arts of life, that the Chinese have made such 
advances towards perfection. ’Voltaire looked at the Chinese civil service exam and saw a 

governmental system based on rationality. Within a century the civil 
service exam had turned into a crippling weakness. It was nearly 
1000 years old and had undergone no revisions. Taking 3 days to sit, 
it required the memorisation of 10 000 Chinese characters, many 
of which were no longer in usage. The pass rate was barely 1% and 
those who were successful hailed from the privileged ranks who had 
spent a lifetime in preparation. Hong didn’t stand a chance.

What had once been a symbol of the Qing’s high degree of 
civilisation was now a symbol of their political stasis. With the 
establishment unable to absorb innovators and creative people, 
it failed to respond to the population boom. Fearful of change, 
it maintained its traditional methods of bureaucracy and tax 
collection, which were hopelessly outdated. As a result, the Qings 
could not fund any public works to update infrastructure unable 
to cope with the increased numbers. Millions of Chinese people 
were born into a world of insufficient sewage management and 
underemployment. This marginalised generation of poor and 
disaffected became highly receptive to any ideas that promised 
change, hope and equality.

Society in stasis
Chinese society in the period was based on the traditional, 
conservative values of Confucianism. Under this system there was 
enormous social pressure on men to find a wife and have children.

By the mid nineteenth century this task had become considerably 
more difficult for the millions of landless and jobless men. The 
lack of employment security made it harder to secure a bride, 
a problem worsened by enforced economic migration. Moreover, 
female infanticide was still prevalent in the era. Though we must be 
careful not overplay this aspect, China had a 2000-year-old tradition 
of drowning baby girls as a means of population control. This only 
resulted in a population boom with a much higher ratio of boys to 
girls, making marriage even more of a challenge for men.

The problem was furthered exacerbated by the practice of 
concubines, where richer men would often take multiple brides. 
This left economically less fortunate men with hardly any chance to 
avoid the social shame associated with remaining unmarried. By the 
1840s, Chinese society was poor, angry, humiliated and increasingly 
desperate: the perfect conditions for rebellion.

Anti-Qing sentiment
This anger and desperation was increasingly directed towards 
foreigners. The Chinese people started to blame the West for their 
ills. While it would be unfair to blame the West for the pre-existing 
social and economic conditions of Qing China, or for the inability 
of the Qing dynasty to understand the necessity of reform, the 
West’s aggressive penetration of the Chinese economy had directly 
worsened the living conditions of the people from which it was 
profiting. Moreover, missionaries (though numbering only in the 
hundreds) were a daily reminder that a once proud and strong 
empire was now subject to alien doctrines and no longer able to 
determine who could and could not walk upon its soil.

The Chinese people considered the Qing dynasty itself to be 
foreign. Hailing from a different ethnic stock to the more widespread 
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Han, the Qings were Manchus from the north who had rode into 
China in the 1600s and seized power. Though they had swiftly 
adopted traditional, Confucianist cultural practices, for a society 
built upon the foundations of clan loyalty they were never truly 
accepted as ‘Chinese’. Resentment could be kept at bay so long 
as the Qing dynasty maintained a prosperous and recognisably 
Chinese empire.

However, following the Opium War and the opening of China to 
the West, the Qing dynasty could no longer claim that it protected 
Chinese borders, promoted wealth or kept China’s culture free of 
barbarian influence. This helps to explain the popularity of the 
Taiping movement. As Jonathan Fenby argued:

‘ despite their internal contradictions and blood fissures, the 
Taiping had put forward a root and branch response to the 
challenges facing China. They had also pushed anti-Manchu 
sentiment to the extreme. ’In other words, Hong Xiuquan’s movement seemed to speak on 

behalf of the millions of Chinese subjects without a voice, and gave 
language to their anger.

Perhaps the Taiping Rebellion was in that sense ‘predictable’ 
— whether there was a Hong Xiuquan or not. This argument  is 
probably a little too dismissive of the enormous contribution 
Hong’s brand of Christianity made to the popularity of the Taiping 
movement. It did not simply give the movement language, its 
promise of social equality, political renewal and divine intervention 
held a powerful appeal for those alienated by the Qings. 

Conclusion
Hong Xiuquan’s movement did indeed trigger an internecine 
Chinese civil war that lasted 14 years and resulted in the deaths 
of over 20 million people. Nevertheless, the social, economic and 
political conditions required in order for Hong’s movement to 
resonate with the masses had been fermenting for centuries.

• China’s population doubled in the space of a century putting 
enormous strain on infrastructure and creating widespread 
social discontent.
• Following defeat in the Opium War (1842) the Qing dynasty 
presided over a rapid decline of the Chinese economy increasing 
poverty and unemployment.
• Western penetration of China exposed people to new ideas but 
also worsened economic conditions for ordinary Chinese people.
• Anti foreign sentiment grew amongst the people, especially the 
poor, and was applied to both the West and the Qing dynasty.
• Religiously accented rebellions and uprisings were common during 
the preceding century.
• Hong Xiuquan’s Taiping movement promised equality and political 
renewal, resonating with the mood of the times.

China’s population doubled in the space of a century putting 

Key points 

1 During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries many of the 
uprisings and rebellions in China had a religious nature. What effect 
do faith-based systems of knowledge have on our understanding of 
social, political and economic problems?
2 Language was an important element in the Taiping Rebellion. 
Hong Xiuquan failed the civil service exam because he could not 
memorise thousands of ancient Chinese characters. How can 
language be used as a tool to both prevent and enable the acquisition 
of knowledge?
3 The Taiping Rebellion is challenging to historians because of the 
limited evidence available. They are forced to make assumptions, 
acknowledge gaps and read between the lines. How does the 
historical method overcome these gaps? What is the role of evidence 
in justifying historical claims?

1 During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries many of the 

Theory of knowledge 

Apotheosis  The elevation of someone to divine status. 

Functionalist  A historical method that looks to contextualise the 
role of individuals within the wider social, political, economic and 
cultural trends and movements of the time.

Great man theory  An approach to history that argues events occur 
due to the actions of important individuals.

Internecine  A conflict destructive to both or all sides.

Millenarian  A belief, often religious in nature, that a coming event 
will radically transform society.

Orthodox  Traditional beliefs or long-standing systems of ideas 
popularly held to be true.

Revisionism  An approach to history based on reexamining or 
reappraising conventionally held opinions.
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Questions and activities
1 What role did religion, and Christianity in particular, play in 
causing the Taiping Rebellion?
2 Is there anything the Qing dynasty could have done in either the 
long or short term to prevent the Taiping Rebellion?
3 Would the Taiping Rebellion have happened even if there had 
been no Hong Xiuquan?


