Critical Review of David Atwill and Yurong Atwill’s “Sources in Chinese History: Diverse Perspectives from 1644 to the Present”, chapter 3.
Within this text, the Atwills argued that the Taiping rebellion attempted to overthrow the Qing government and instate a collectivist society. Primarily, both authors offer a religious debate by suggesting religion strongly influenced Chinese rebellions, which in turn weakened an Empire that had lasted 268 years and “led ultimately to its downfall” (p.49).

Firstly, although they call China “a foreign country” (p.49), one author is Chinese, and the other is American. This duo-nationality writing could be beneficial as David Atwill, an American, would not be targeted by Chinese censorship laws while researching, and additionally his wife may know the long-term influence Christian religion had on Chinese society. David Atwill is known as an expert religious historian who has written books specializing in Chinese religions, such as one on Islam and the Panthay Rebellion in Southern China, therefore suggesting his work is possibly more reliable because of his background knowledge. Additionally, it is effective that Atwill has acknowledged that “trying to make sense of a foreign culture and religion over a century and a half ago, is difficult” (p.49), suggesting they may have struggled as modern historians to find completely reliable, relevant sources. 

The main issue with this article is that it does not debate the primary sources enough. Although primary texts do not need to be academic, I feel the response should be. After quoting sources, Atwill includes questions such as “Why were the Manchus considered demons?” (p.50). These questions include the readers into discussions and gets them thinking deeper, however minimal ideas are presented in response. Additionally, the writing is incredibly descriptive. Relevant sources explain the violence and the social reform ideas, including two pages dedicated to describing the 10 commandments, but there are limited explanations of its importance. By writing with definitions at the bottom, the article is very easy to read to those without background knowledge, so is therefore good as an overview text. Primarily, the text is written more like a textbook than an academic debate; with the lack of technical vocabulary and in-depth source analysis. This textbook-like style is beneficial for educating and informing readers, however, cannot be used as more than background knowledge. 

In addition, Atwill explores the future impact of the Taiping Rebellion. They argue this rebellion
[bookmark: _GoBack]“diverted Qing attention from its border regions to fend off the fierce Taiping assaults” (p.58). Both authors suggest that the Taiping religious conflict acted as a catalyst sparking more rebellions, shown through the 1856 Panthay Rebellion that killed 10,000 Muslim men women and children (p.58), thus showing that future conflicts reflected “lingering and complex Asian relations” (p.58). To conclude, this evidence proves Atwill’s theory that the Taiping are seen to have “led to Qing downfall” (p.49) due to sparking future rebel groups and creating “effective and independent governments” (p.58) that ruled for over a decade.

In terms of sources, it is difficult to know how reliable Atwill’s article is. Quotes from Zhang Runan’s eye witness account where he negatively explained the social reforms is the only mentioned source (p.51). This makes their arguments unreliable and unbalanced, however this could be due to an issue with finding primary sources because of destructions and limited access to records. Additionally, Atwill states texts at the time were purposely written to “avoid biblical translations” (p.53), making the sources themselves inaccurate. Overall, the article narrates life during the rebellion, however I think to fully understand the rebellion’s impact, it is necessary to state other sources and their origins, as some may be written with hindsight from other rebellions or from a Western viewpoint. 

Many things in the article also seem to be left unsaid. For example, the Manchus “ordered people to shave their head” (p.50), however Atwill does not expand on the reasonings, leaving the readers to wonder if this was against the dynasty, or to favour the Western ideals. Furthermore, the definition of Manchurian is unclear, as it is tough to work out if the rebel’s actions were against the “barbaric” (p.50) people or the new reforms that the Qing government tried to implement. In summary, this article needs to explore more of the causes of their behavior rather than a simple description. 

To add to this, Atwill’s statements are sometimes contradictory or inaccurate. They comment that “this trajectory of the movement isn’t followed by other utopian political movements” (p.49), whereas other historians, see Mao’s communist China being connected to the Taiping rebels (Little, 2009). Additionally, Atwill contradicts themselves as their last page links the Taiping rebels to future Muslim rebellions. Furthermore, Atwill explains the “regime of landed wealth” (p.56) and communal living, however, then states it “shouldn’t be mistaken for a Taiping society as there was little time to be fully implemented” (p.56). Again, this is contradicted by Atwill’s evidence suggesting rigorous segregation of genders, implementation of group collectivity, and occupations statistics lasting over a decade (p.57). By pointing this out, then suggesting that they had a lack of society and were not influential makes their arguments invalid and confusing.

This critical review concludes that their argument is more narrative than analytical, asking more questions than answering them. Although they are easy to read, they sometimes contradict themselves and do not state their sources. Overall, they are good as background knowledge, but for further debate readers should look elsewhere.
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