HiLL

PUBLISHING

Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science, 2022, 6(4), 672-675
https://www.hillpublisher.com/journals/jhass/

ISSN Online: 2576-0548

ISSN Print: 2576-0556

The Taiping Rebellion: A Feudal Cult or a
Progressive Revolution in Ancient China?

Xiangru Ren

Scholar, Institute of East Asia Relations, University of Edinburgh, Old College, South Bridge, Edinburgh EH8 9YL, Scotland,

United Kingdom.

How to cite this paper: Xiangru Ren.
(2022) The Taiping Rebellion: A Feudal
Cult or a Progressive Revolution in Ancient
China? Journal of Humanities, Arts and
Social Science, 6(4), 672-675.

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2022.12.021

Received: November 28, 2022
Accepted: December 18, 2022
Published: December 30, 2022

“Corresponding author: Xiangru Ren,

Abstract

The Taiping Rebellion, which lasted from 1850 to 1864, was a rebellion involving
feudal cults and possessing revolutionary characteristics. It was a peasant uprising
against the Qing Dynasty in China. It was led by a “cult-like” group called the
God Worshipping Society by Hong Xiuquan. Hong formed a rebellion based on
religious fanaticism which resulted in the rebels seizing the city of Nanjing for a
decade. During his reign, the Taiping Kingdom controlled much of southern Chi-
na, including Jiangsu, Anhui, Hubei, Jiangxi, and Zhejiang provinces. The Taip-
ing Rebellion eventually failed and led to the death of more than 20 million
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people. This article researches nature of the Taiping and discusses whether it can
be perceived as a cult or rather a revolution. This paper is approached based on
the literature research. It critics has a revolutionary character, but with the consi-
derable limitations of the Taiping Rebellion, which can’t be ignored.
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1. Introduction

The Taiping Rebellion also regarded as the Taiping Civil War or the Taiping Revolution. This present uprising
against the Qing Dynasty in Chinawas a rebellion involving feudal cults and possessing revolutionary characteris-
tics. Trying to identify the nature of it will be the main aim of this article. The main primary source is Thomas
Reilly’s essay “Sectarian Conspiracy in the Taiping Rebellion: The View from the Chinese Elite”. The connection
between the Taiping Rebellion and Christianity caused the Chinese elite in the late Qing Dynasty to perceive the
Taiping and Christians with hatred and hostility.

This article discusses the Taiping Rebellion on a unique and fresh aspect that has not yet been thoroughly inves-
tigated in English publications by elaborating on these primary and secondary sources. This work employs a me-
thodology that is based on a review of the literature. It critically explores the Taiping Rebellion, neither as a for-
ward-thinking revolution or a backwards feudal cult, but rather as a revolutionary movement with significant limits
that cannot be disregarded.

2. The Background and Features

After the Opium War, China developed into a semi-colonial and semi-feudal society. With a series of unequal
treaties, Western powers from all areas of the political spectrum and business invaded China. To pay war reparation
and redemption fees, Qing government planned to decrease the financial deficit through aggravating and increasing
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the levy, thus delegating the costs on the population. The import of industrial goods from other countries has de-
vastated China's native urban and rural craft industries, forcing farmers and artisans into bankruptcy. The
land-owner class took the opportunity to seize the land and intensify the exploitation. The internal conflicts based
on ethnic contradictions have also added to the worsening situation in this multi-ethnic region. The devastating fa-
mine and the lack of basic social securities were the last aspects sparking the peasant uprising. During the decade
following the Opium War, people of various ethnic groups tried to rebel against the Qing empire on more than 100
occasions with mostly negative results (Reilly, 2019).

Hong Xiugquan, who after several failings in the civil examinations, decided to follow a religious path based on
an introspective fever dream and fomented a rebellion based in religious fanaticism, declaring himself as the “Hea-
venly King” and self-proclaimed brother of Jesus Christ. Thomas Reilly commented, “The nucleus of the Taiping
Rebellion was the Christian movement known as the BaiShangdihui (Society of God Worshippers). While inspired
by a Protestant tract, this movement quickly developed a faith which was distinctively Chinese in its orientation,
character and purpose (Taiping Kingdom History Research Association, 1983).”

The connection between the Taiping Rebellion and the religion is obvious. One of the main ideological back-
grounds was a religious experience, so to define Taiping as a pure peasant revolution against the feudal system in
modern Chinese history is misleading. The main features can be summarized as follows (Franz,1966): Firstly, ex-
cept from the previous peasant uprisings’ triggers such as land disputes, natural disasters or political instability, the
invasions of foreign colonial military powers in China is also the main cause of the Taiping Rebellion. And it was
the only one that used a foreign religion (Catholicism) as a rebellious concept in the ancient China history. Besides,
the Taiping governing political principle reflected capitalism and bourgeois ideals. At the same time, it was the first
uprising fighting also against a foreign imperialist aggression, underlining its anti-imperialist character. Lastly, the
devastating failure of Taiping is the result of a joint operation between the Chinese government and foreign forces
in military matters.

3. Deciding between a revolution and a cult

Due to the historical background and political positions, the controversy about which category should the Taip-
ing Rebellion belong to, is a matter of ongoing debate, since the interpretations have always shifted between a cult
and a revolution. The revolutionary nature of Taiping has obvious differences in historical circles, but in summary,
it can be classified into a religious revolution, a peasant revolution and a bourgeois revolutionary (Wang, 2014).
The Christianity in Taiping had been considered heresy by western missionaries. In recent years, Chinese scholars
have also marked this type of Christianity as cult. Even though the Taiping Rebellion can be understood through
these three mentioned revolutionary types, the practice was often different from the theory (Liu, 1959). In the late
20th century, Sun Yat-sen and the revolutionaries, in order to popularize the revolution and overthrew the Qing
Government and praised Taiping, while at the same time badmouthing the Qing government for its actions to sup-
press the Taiping’s movement. Sun Yat-sen praised mainly the “nationalism” aspect of the Taiping Rebellion
against the Qing Dynasty, but pointed out that the Taiping. Also, its Christian characteristics enhance the visibility
of these differences. Few historians may even associate this characteristic with cults and held the opinion that the
Taiping was a cult organization. Thomas Reilly supported the idea that even though Hong Xiuquan was inspired by
Christianity, the late Qing Dynasty scholars confuse Catholicism and Christianity in their historical descriptions (Li,
2000).

Sun Yat-sen, Chiang Kai-shek and Mao Zedong, all of them are considered the pioneers of their own version of
the revolution, but still based on different political positions and representing different class interests. They hold
similar views on the revolution, but out of different motives, which is their primary cause influencing the positive
significance of the Taiping Rebellion in their ideology. However, nowadays with the development of computer
networks and the freedom of religion, the information on the socially negative aspects of the Taiping Rebellion is
also being presented and researched (Shi, 2018).

4. Why the Taiping Christianity is not a cult

In recent years, there has been an argument in the academic circle that the religion of the Taiping Rebellion
should be perceived a cult. In fact, this is not a new point of view. In history, there has been a phenomenon of de-
nying Taiping. In order to flaunt and maintain their orthodontist dominance, the Qing dynasty ruled the Taiping
Christianity as a cult. The western missionaries did not recognize the Taiping Christianity in order to maintain the
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supreme status of Christianity.

The author believes that whether the Taiping Kingdom is a cult or not should be analyzed and examined from the
Taiping Kingdom's religion itself, and its historical role should be evaluated fairly and scientifically to determine
whether it is a cult or not. Firstly, the aim of cult worship is mostly a living person, but the Taiping Christianity
comes from Christianity, so the center of worship is God instead of a living person. Secondly, the cult generally
cares only about its religious practices, but the Taiping introduced its own laws valid in the social sphere for its
members. Thirdly, the cult has anti-human characteristics, but at the same time the Taiping Kingdom teaches that
believers should not endanger their lives. And then, the cults emphasize the sacrifice the interests and personalities
to the church, which resulted in the abandonment on the rights of the people. The Taiping Christianity taught the
believers how to establish the human common sense; especially it claimed the egalitarian idea of “brothers and sis-
ters”, and all the members had the same rights include considering the women’s right. The Taiping Rebellion
promised women new lives of liberation and equality. Lastly, the cult encourages believers to sacrifice their lives in
exchange for the happiness of the “afterlife”, but the Taiping Christianity taught them how to establish the correct
relationship between “this life” and the “afterlife” (Chen, 2002).

5. Conclusion

The evaluation of the Taiping Kingdom has been many repetitions of affirmation and denial, but few researchers
have directly described it as a cult. Ultimately, the Taiping Rebellion was unsuccessful. Without the corruption of
the Qing government and the invasion of Western powers, there is no intensification of the economic and social
class contradictions caused by the Opium War, that is to say, there is no need for an actual revolution, any so-called
""conspirators", any agitation, or any religious evil.

The failure of the Taiping is inevitable, and this is not necessarily related to the so-called cult. In the feudal so-
ciety of China, all peasant revolutions were changed. Apart from the replacement, no peasant regime has been es-
tablished, let alone an equal heaven on the ground. On the eve of the collapse of the feudal society in China, it is
impossible to establish a new dynasty instead of the original Qing dynasty. That is, China did not have the possibil-
ity of continuing the feudal society through the change of the dynasty. After the development of Chinese history to
the Opium War, it has begun to evolve into a semi-feudal and semi-colonial society, without the space to continue
the original feudal form. If the Taiping Kingdom established a feudal regime that was stronger than the Qing Dy-
nasty and did not obey the imperialist feudal regime, it could not be seen in the various imperialist forces that had
entered China; if it was not as good as the Qing Dynasty, it could not be replaced. It is in the midst of both Impe-
rialism and the Qing Dynasty. Failure is inevitable.

Although this uprising didn’t overthrow the Qing Dynasty and reached the goal of establishing a new dynasty,
the credit was enormous. It is impossible to maintain the original state through the structure of the Chinese feudal
system that has been shaken. Historical experience has shown that as long as there are classes contradiction, the
occurrence of revolution is inevitable, which has no direct causal relationship with the subjective motive of any
individual, even an outstanding individual. Religion can inspire the revolution but can’t create a revolution. It can
push the revolution to a staged victory but can’t the final victory of the revolution. However, it is not an old-style
peasant revolution prepared with religion as the organization and theory. It is a new peasant revolution led by
Marxism and led by the proletariat and peasants. This kind of revolution has always put a full stop on the positive
role of religion in the peasant revolutionary war.

Finally, my view is that the Taiping Rebellion neither as a backward feudal cult, nor a progressive revolution, but
rather it has a revolutionary character. The considerable limitations of the Taiping Rebellion should not be ignored.
Clearing people's misunderstandings about the history of the Taiping Kingdom, truly letting people understand this
history and gain useful inspiration from it; this should be the new mission of the researchers of the history of the
Taiping Kingdom today.
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