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The transmission of systems of ideas across wide cultural gaps is hard 
enough to study on any scale of human organization. It is particularly 
hard when two large, complex cultures meet under traumatic circum- 
stances, as did China and the West in the nineteenth century. The 
myriad variables in such a situation dictate special care in defining the 
specific terms and conditions under which ideas are transmitted. The 
present case suggests three points worth attention: first, the precise 
language of the textual material that impinges on the host culture; 
second, the underlying structure of the historical circumstances into 
which this material is introduced; third, the process whereby the foreign 
material becomes important to sectors of society outside the group that 
first appreciated and received it and thereby becomes a significant 
historical force. 

The Taiping Rebellion (1851-1864) was probably the nineteenth cen- 
tury's most gigantic man-made disaster. It originated in the visions of a 
disappointed examination candidate, Hung Hsiu-ch'iian, from a peasant 
village near the great trading port of Canton. Cast into despondency by 
repeated failures to gain the baccalaureate degree, which represented 
the gateway into lower elite status, Hung fell ill and was delirious, the 
story goes, for 40 days. He had visions of ascending to Heaven, meeting 
an old man with a golden beard (later identified as Jehovah) and being 
instructed by him to purge the world of demons and bring China back to 
the true faith. He emerged from his dream with full memory of his 
visions and apparently transformed in character. Later, under the influ- 
ence of a Christian missionary tract, he became firmly convinced that he 
was the second son of Jehovah and the younger brother of Jesus Christ. 
Hung's vision occurred in 1837. During the next decade he missionized 
westward into neighboring Kwangsi province, where he made converts 
among the Hakkas ("guest people"), an ethnic minority to which he 
himself belonged. 

350 



ORIGINS OF THE TAIPING VISION 351 

The Kwangsi Hakkas were competing economically with the domi- 
nant majority and since about 1842 had been engaged in armed feuding 
with hostile neighboring communities. By 1850, the Hakka "God- 
worshipping society" formed under Hung's influence had gathered a 
legion of believers at a place called Chin-t'ien. After victorious battles 
with government troops, Hung proclaimed in January 1851, the advent 
of the Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace (T'ai-p'ingt'ien-kuo) of which 
he was crowned Heavenly King. Within three years the Taiping host had 
fought northeastward to Nanking, the metropolis of the rich lower 
Yangtze valley, where they established their Heavenly Capital. An 
elaborate imperial theocracy had by now been constructed, complete 
with a complex bureaucracy, an intricate system of ranks, an economic 
program promising the complete overthrow of the traditional regime of 
landed wealth, and a rigid, uncompromising Christian faith, complete 
with a canonical literature. At its height, the movement probably num- 
bered about two million. In the course of a civil war that devastated 
China's richest provinces, the reigning Manchu dynasty, aided by new 
armies led by provincial gentry, had by 1864 completely crushed the 
Taiping kingdom and slaughtered its fanatical adherents.1 

Hung Hsiu-ch'iian's own conversion is remarkable in that we are 
reasonably sure that his only exposure to Christianity before the mid- 
1840s was from a single written text, which we are able to examine in 
detail. This was a tract, written in nine slim volumes, entitled Good 
Words to Admonish the Age (Ch'iian-shih liang-yen). The author was a 
Christian convert named Liang A-fa, a Cantonese of modest education 
who had met the British Presbyterian missionary Robert Morrison in 
Canton while serving as a printshop engraver. In 1815 Liang had fol- 
lowed Morrison's colleague, William Milne, to Malacca. There Liang 
had turned briefly to Buddhism, but under Milne's insistent tutoring was 
at length converted to Protestant Christianity. He now received baptism 
and set forth upon his own career of missionizing. His Good Words to 
Admonish the Age was published in 1832. It was probably in 1836 that a 
copy came into the possession of Hung Hsiu-ch'iian, who looked it over 
briefly during one of his abortive visits to the Canton examinations and 
then, it is said, put it aside. It was not until six years after his vision 
(which we must assume was in some degree conditioned by the contents 
of Liang's Good Words) that he read it carefully and found how neatly it 
"explained" the curious events of his dream. Until 1847, when Hung 
studied briefly with an American Baptist missionary and may have 

1 Though remnant bands fought on for a time in several provinces, the movement itself 
was effectively exterminated. The most valuable work on the Taipings in English is Franz 
Michael's The Taiping Rebellion: History and Documents (3 vols., Seattle, 1966 and 
1971). The extensive translations (vols. II and III) of Taiping sources will be cited in these 
notes as Documents. 
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obtained a copy of the Bible, Liang's tract was apparently his only 
doctrinal source for Christianity. We can therefore look to this work 
with some confidence as a source for whatever linkage may have devel- 
oped in Hung's mind between the Christian religion and the political 
rebellion he was shortly to lead. 

The arrangement of the material in Good Words is unsystematic. 
Biblical texts are presented out of sequence, with little heed to the 
chronological framework of the prophetic tradition or the Gospel story. 
Volume IV, for instance, presents material from, in the following order, 
The Gospel According to John, Paul's Epistle to the Romans, the Book 
of Ecclesiastes, and the Book of Genesis. Nor is thematic continuity 
strong enough to make up for sequential chaos. The patterns of presen- 
tation are varied. One frequently employed is a quotation of a verse or 
two of text from the Morrison-Milne Chinese translation of the Bible, 
written in an inelegant and often opaquely literal classical style, followed 
by a lengthy exigetical essay by Liang in the vernacular. Another is 
simply a long homily by Liang on a biblical theme; yet another consists 
of lengthy quotes of a chapter or more of biblical material without 
comment. The epistles of the disciples represent the largest single 
source of texts (as one might expect from a recent convert and mission- 
ary), with the Old Testament prophets, the Book of Genesis, and the 
Four Gospels in lesser proportions. The character of Jehovah is force- 
fully and repetitiously presented, the character of Jesus practically 
ignored.2 

The content of the Good Words was no doubt a response to the needs 
of missionary work in early nineteenth-century China. The themes are 
few, and repetitiously expressed: the omnipotence of God; the eternal 
life of the soul, and the awesome distinction between its eventual salva- 
tion or damnation; the significance of Jesus as savior and his atonement 
for man's sins; and, finally, the moral degeneracy of Chinese society. 
The stark dualism of this fundamentalist message was no doubt calcu- 
lated to engender awe and terror, to elicit the reader's commitment to 
believe, to receive baptism, and thereby to avoid hellfire. Textual exam- 
ination of this book suggests many possibilities for analysis in the light of 
traditional Chinese religious symbolism and practice. To narrow the 

2 The background of Liang and his tract are treated in Teng Ssu-yii's introductory essay 
to the 1965 Taiwan photolithographic reprint of Good Words. The analysis here is based 
upon this facsimile edition, cited as CSLY. It is an open question what Christian sources 
Liang had at his disposal besides the Morrison Bible. Although direct quotes from the 
Bible appear to follow Morrison's vocabulary exactly, Liang's own exigetical sermons 
obviously contain terminology from other sources. The term "shang-ti" for God, and 
"yeh-huo-hua" for Jehovah, are not used by Morrison. See CSLY 2:10, 8:1 ff. The 
Morrison Bible in the University of Chicago's Far Eastern Library is dated 1832 and was 
published at the Anglo-Chinese College, Malacca. A general study of texts available to the 
Taipings is Eugene Powers Boardman, Christian Influence upon the Ideology of the 
Taiping Rebellion, 1851-1864 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1952). 
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inquiry to manageable proportions, I shall examine only those aspects 
which bear immediately upon the problem of institutionalization: speci- 
fically, the political-historical implications of Liang's critique of 
Chinese society; and the implied connection between heavenly and 
earthly realms. 

Liang's condemnation of Chinese society and culture is built upon an 
ambiguous time-frame. There is a cultural critique, aimed at those 
elements of Chinese culture that are in timeless and irreducible conflict 
with Christian theology. There is also, however, amoral critique, which 
focuses upon contemporary conditions, as distinct from inherent cul- 
tural properties. 

The cultural critique centers upon the traditional "three teachings" 
(san-chiao-Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism), all of which are 
represented as delusions attendant upon man's fall from grace, obdurate 
structures of superstition which blind men to the true God. Liang's 
attack on Buddhism and Taoism, with their idols and fetishes, exorcists 
and mediums, bears the traditional stamp of Confucian rationalism. 
Confucianism itself, though embodying certain partial truths, is pictured 
as inadequate because it ignores the existence of the eternal soul.3 The 
implication, which Hung was able to pick out by himself, is that the 
ancient (pre-Confucian) condition of Chinese culture was somehow 
analogous to the primitive purity of man, before the introduction of evil 
into the world (this is never satisfactorily reconciled with the Adam and 
Eve story, which is recounted later). In Hung's later formulation, 
Chinese culture, warped by the delusions of the "three teachings," must 
be brought back to the worship of Jehovah. 

It is significant that Liang, with no great education in the Chinese 
classics, apparently felt no compulsion to mitigate this stark cultural 
conflict between China and the Christian world, no compulsion to show 
that Chinese, too, had been enlightened worshippers of Jehovah in 
ancient times. Hung Hsiu-ch'iian, who had more impressive classical 
training (and who lacked the extensive conditioning by Western mis- 
sionaries that might have diminished this tension) went to some lengths 
to picture conversion as a return to an earlier belief in Jehovah, or 
Shang-ti, in ancient China.4 

These innate conflicts between traditional Chinese culture and Chris- 
tianity were not, however, the whole story. There is nothing in them to 
suggest that Christian revelation is impinging upon an age within 
Chinese history that is particularly in need of redemption. That sugges- 

3 CSLY 3: 1-3. 
4 Hung's views on ancient China's worship of Shang-ti are found in the Taiping Imperial 

Declaration (T'ai-p 'ing chao-shu) in Documents, II, 43-46; another statement to the same 
effect occurs in the Taipings' Three Character Classic (San-tzu-ching) in Hsiang Ta, ed., 
T'ai-p'ing t'ien-kuo (The Taiping Heavenly Kingdom) (Peking, 1952), I: 226. 
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tion appears, however, in a parallel line of argumentation with important 
political implications. Liang sees China's moral problem as more than a 
mere cultural disparity, in which Chinese are ignorant of divine revela- 
tion and, by the nature of their indigenous religious practices, cannot 
qualify for salvation. The problem lies also in a process of moral decline, 
an entropic movement in which bad practices, passed on from genera- 
tion to generation, gradually produce ever deeper corruption. The pres- 
ent age, he says, is at a perilously low point in this process. Liang then 
goes on to point out that God's pity for the world moved him to send his 
son to redeem it. Here is one of the typical confusions in Liang's tract. 
The reader has just learned that moral conditions on earth are currently 
at a low ebb, and is then (without any transitional device in the text) told 
about the incarnation of Christ. Liang is actually explaining the passage 
in John 3:16, "For God so loved the world...." But the lack of a clearly 
specified time-frame leaves the unmistakable impression that he is re- 
ferring to China's present condition, at the end of a long process of moral 
degradation, with an apocalyptic redemption just around the corner.5 

As reinforcement for this image of China as a nation at the end of a 
long process of moral decline, there are numerous references through- 
out the book to God's vengeance upon nations and communities that 
have strayed into evil paths: Jehovah's exhortation to Israel (Isaiah, ch. 
1) to forsake its corrupt ways, "Ah, sinful nation, a people laden with 
iniquity."6 God's fiery punishment of Sodom and Gomorrah is re- 
counted in detail.7 Floods and other natural disasters are pictured as the 
inevitable retribution for a people's evil ways (the story of Noah).8 And 
besides natural disasters, one of the special fates awaiting a corrupt 
nation is defeat and enslavement by foreign enemies. In his commentary 
on Peter's first epistle, Ch. 4 verse 17 ("For the time is come, that 
judgment must begin at the house of God. .. ."), Liang warns: 

As in various periods we have followed in the path of various peoples by worshipping all 
sorts of idols, being unwilling to serve the great Lord of Heaven, Earth, and all creation, so 
at those times the Lord has repeatedly inflicted disasters upon us to warn us ... or has 
ordered other nations to attack us, to capture us, and to carry us off as slaves. .. .9 

The reader steeped in the traditional Chinese view of the dynastic 
cycle will easily read into such passages the familiar process whereby 
moral decline is signaled by omens and portents, the increasing fre- 
quency of natural disasters, the scourge of foreign invasion, and, ulti- 
mately, the fall of that dynastic house whose misgovernment and moral 

5 CSLY 5: 4ab. 
6 CSLY 1: 16. 
7 CSLY 5: 25-26b. 
8 CSLY 4: 16. 
9 CSLY 8: 28b-29. 
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