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Within this essay question, the words to focus on are “reform” and “effectiveness”. “Effective reforms” is defined as the acts introduced in order to improve society, hereby focusing on the changes made by the Taiping Rebels in this 1850 Christian Rebellion. Therefore, within this essay I will study if their reforms were successful from a social point of view rather than economic and examine how progressive and effective the Taiping’s actions were to the average Chinese person at the time. In order to study the laws and social ideas brought in, we must know what they has changed from, therefore within the essay, I will measure the effectiveness of the Taiping reforms by comparing it to what the Qing Empire had instated previously to explore if there are any real differences in their attitudes, such as prohibitions, gender divisions and land ownership. Many argue that the Taiping introduced modern ideas to China however in the essay I will tackle if they can be seen as modern in the eyes of contemporary society or simply too farfetched and if they had a long-term impact on society. 

One of the reforms the Taiping brought in that positively changed society was the abolition of class divisions. As stated above, in order to study the Taiping’s effect on society, we must study what society was like before, under the Qing rule, therefore it is hugely significant to study Confucius in relation to class. Although historian Platt says the Taiping movement “came close to overwhelming traditional ways and bringing China into the modern world”[footnoteRef:1], I am aware that it is hard to interpret the Taiping’s disregarding of Confucianism as a step towards modernity. To contemporary readers, it is incredibly forward thinking to offer an equal state, however at a time, Confucius was at the center of all society, therefore possibly the Taiping’s actions were deemed implausible and unbelievable. Qing rule was centralized around the Confucius belief that “everyone in society poses a different kind of intelligence and wisdom which are the determinant that they are going to be ruler, or they are going to be ruled”[footnoteRef:2]. If some are born simply to be ruled, without suggesting they could learn to be a leader, this shows a strong line of inequality, reflected in society as people could not take the Imperial Examinations to become an official unless they were both male and had high connections. This strong class system being overturned, through opening the exams up, showed that the Taiping were successful reformers open to a wider selection of ideas. This reform could have been the first step in a more progressive China as, by educating and giving society the option to improve their social standing, potentially people could be more active and effective in the way their local government was run, leading to less of a social divide and a more peaceful, equal state. Overall, the reform of getting rid of the class divisions was effective as the Taiping possibly had a less corrupt state as the powers were not kept within the rich elites. In addition, as they pushed forward for mediocratic state it allowed for social rank mobility and equality. [1:  Platt, Stephen. 2012. Autumn in the Heavenly Kingdom. London: Atlantic Publishing]  [2:  Abdullah, Al Fahad. 2018. Social and Governmental Structures of Confucianism. Unknown.] 


It is clear, as shown above, that the Taiping reforms were mainly focused on improving society, through ending the Confucius ideas that the Qing Empire were built upon. Previously, it is apparent that Confucius had a negative view of women, stating they “should be at home, playing the role of the good wife and mother”[footnoteRef:3]. In addition, the Qing exercised their theory of the “three submissions”[footnoteRef:4] women have over the course of their life: submission to their father, then their husband, then finally to their son. Although Confucianism was key to shaping society in Qing Empire, limiting women’s rights, Li argues “waves of criticism challenging Confucius first arose during this rebellion”[footnoteRef:5]. In comparison to the Qing Empire, the Taiping’s reforms were incredibly effective in encouraging equality and therefore can be argued as incredibly modern. Historian Franz declares “their policies would become the marks of modernization”[footnoteRef:6], so although the Taiping collapsed, they sparked a debate on human rights, putting a stop to centuries of inequality and effectively reforming society for years to come. This quote is a sign the Taiping were successful in encouraging society to see others as equal, and moreover, they even anticipated certain developments in gender equality that wouldn’t break through until at least 50 years later in the West. This act of modernizing China dramatically can be seen through the case study of Fu ShanXiang[footnoteRef:7]. Due to gaining the top examination score, she was made an officer in command of twenty thousand women in the military, showing gender equality made a breakthrough under Taiping rule. Additionally, by letting women take official examinations, it supports Lindley’s report that “the education and developments of women’s minds are well attended to”. As mentioned, a key source in examining Taiping society is Augustus Lindley’s records of living alongside the Taiping, whereby he comments “if one part of their system is more admirable than the other, it is the improved position of women”[footnoteRef:8]. This is shown through the reforms by the Taiping including letting women take official examinations, have wider job opportunities and the fact they also put a stop to the brutal act of foot binding. The abolition of this happened instantly and carried on well after the Taiping movement collapsed, putting a stop to future agony for women and the Qing idea of women’s suffering being seen as “erotic”[footnoteRef:9] for men. In addition, it aided agricultural production, as women they could help their husbands in the field[footnoteRef:10]. This is another sign the Taiping were effective reformers as this swift reform faced very little criticism, had a huge impact on women’s lives and did not need to be enforced rigorously as this reform was agreeable. All this shows that previously the Qing rule had been prejudiced against women and the Taiping helped change that, and although their rule may not have lasted long, their successful reforms on gender stayed in place in China. [3:  Sekinguchi, Sumiko. 2010. Confucian Morals and the Making of a “Good Wife and Wise Mother”. Japan: Oxford University Press, 1]  [4:  Li, Chenyang. 2000. The Sage and the Second Sex, Confucianism, Ethics, and Gender. Peru: Open Court, 36]  [5:  Li, Xiaobing. 2012. China at War: An Encyclopedia. Oklahoma: ABC-CLIO Interactive, 91]  [6:  Franz, Michael. 1971. The Taiping Rebellion: History and Documents, vol. 2, Seattle: University of Washington Press. ]  [7:  Mao, JiaQi. 1998. Biographical Dictionary of Chinese Women. Armonk, N.Y. M.E. Sharpe]  [8:  Lindley, Augustus. 2012. The History of the Taiping Revolution. Unknown: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform]  [9:  Chang, Jung. 1991. Wild Swans: Three Daughters of China. London: Harper Collins, 32]  [10:  Spence, Jonathan. 1999. The Search for Modern China. London: W. W. Norton & Co, 25] 


Alternatively, the Taiping’s reforms on gender were ineffective because of unnecessary sex divisions. This reform created broke up society rather than uniting the country. In 1858, orders were issued stating men and women must be segregated regardless of relation, therefore many primary sources show the heartbreaking side to this reform as “husbands were not allowed to visit their wives, nor sons allowed to see their mothers”[footnoteRef:11]. One primary source gives the impression their segregated housing seemed like being imprisoned as “families speak to each other across a fence at considerable distance”[footnoteRef:12]. Yes, they were effective with instilling this reform, through building separate dormitories, setting curfews and punishing families, however this is a sign of indefinite ineffectiveness for society as families were torn apart, and executed for attempting to be together. This was a law brought in very early on, in 1853, so even in the beginning, the Taiping can be seen as effective intilling reforms, however with the downside of these reforms breaking up families, stopping their bloodlines and therefore limiting social potential. Overall, although women’s opportunities increased under Taiping rule and make them come across as a modernistic state, their additional reforms of segregation seem unwarranted, ineffective and cruel. [11:  Atwill, David. 2009. Sources in Chinese History: Diverse Perspectives from 1644 to the Present. Unknown: Prentice Hall, 53]  [12:  Atwill. 2009. 53] 


The Taiping can be further seen as ineffective reformers, and therefore negatively affecting society because of their death penalty. They “prohibited gambling, consumption of alcohol, and opium” (Tucker) [footnoteRef:13], and additional stereotypical anti-Christian behavior such as “smoking tobacco, prostitution and polygamy” (Li)[footnoteRef:14], and I argue that they are not effective in helping society. According to Lindley, these actions were all punishable by death and “strings of heads can be seen hanging at the corners of the streets in Nanjing for foreign visitors, to testify to the strictness with which this law is executed”[footnoteRef:15]. Although we can argue that these behaviors are harmful entertainment forms, I do not think they are not worth executing for, and that the Taiping should have found a more effective way of punishment. The phrase “effective reform” seems to imply an improvement of society, through the ability of learning via mistake making, however reforms cannot improve society if the death penalty is in place. Although this shows that the Taiping were effective at enforcing the reforms, they were not reforms that helped the people. If reforms do need to be enforced, such as by the death penalty, this shows the reform was unpopular and often ignored, thus implying the Taiping created ineffective, useless reforms that were not successful. Death penalties on alcohol, gambling, and polygamy, and additional stereotypical anti-Christian actions can be seen as halting any effectiveness of the reforms if the country saw the Taiping as having their own conversion aims rather than helping society reform. One author stated “it’s increasingly heterodox pseudo-Christian ideology quickly alienated European observers”[footnoteRef:16] therefore the Taiping’s actions also possibly limited trade with Europe. Furthermore, adding to this argument on prohibited behavior making the Taiping’s come across as ineffective reformers is the fact that they were no more reforming society than the Qing Empire were at the time. Some of the goods deemed illegal by the Taiping were already trying to become illegal by the Qing Dynasty, such as opium, called “a poison undermining our good customs”[footnoteRef:17] by the Chinese Emperor. Overall, this shows both the Taiping and the Qing were fighting for the same thing so in terms of this, they both had the same amount of effectiveness as the Qing Empire did at helping society. All this means that death penalty on so much entertainment behavior left society unable to improve through learning from mistakes, and possibly fueling a religious war against the rest of China. [13:  Tucker, Spencer. 2011. Battles that Changed History: An Encyclopedia of World Conflict. Unknown: ABC-CLIO Interactive, 320]  [14:  Li. 2012. 442]  [15:  Lindley. 2012. 50]  [16:  Zimmerman, Thomas. 2009. The Taiping Eastern Campaign of 1860. Unknown.]  [17:  Fu, Lo-shu. 1966. A Documentary Chronicle of Sino-Western relations, 1644- 1880. Unknown: University of Arizona Press, 380] 


On the other hand, one reform the Taiping effectively installed was the idea of collectivism. The Taiping’s, as stated by Pamela Crossley, “abolished private property and distributed land to families”[footnoteRef:18] therefore encouraging a community to help come together to help combat the natural disasters. Distributing all land regardless of class emphasizes the idea stated before that the Taiping were incredibly effective in making society equal through abolished class divisions. To continue Crossley’s quote, land “was still owned by the Taiping state”, therefore their land reforms could be argued as similar as what happened under the Qing Empire, as the Taiping and Dynasty both still owned the land. This supports a previously made point that they were doing the same amount of effectiveness as the Qing were, however, many land reforms were effectively introduced that were unique and different from the Qing’s ideas. For example, anyone above the age of 16 received a plot of land by the government, regardless of their gender, whereby only men could gain land under Qing rule[footnoteRef:19]. The Taiping also “set up a community treasurer to redistribute wealth by people’s needs”[footnoteRef:20], which is one of the most effective reforms because of the huge long-term impact. Before, in the Qing empire, families could only afford to send one child for an education, but under these new land and wealth reforms it meant that families could send all their children, as it was ordered by the Taiping. Primarily, education given to all unlocked new job prospects to every family and more knowledgeable, understanding society. Additionally, the new land reforms meant everyone had a chance at farming which reflected the size of their family and their individual needs. By encouraging an egalitarianist society, they seem to be encouraging a modern society, whereby no one was inferior, therefore the Taiping were effective reformers compared to the Qing Empire that preferred men and an elitist society. [18:  Crossley, Pamela. 2010. The Wobbling Pivot, China since 1800. Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 105]  [19:  Jen, Yu-wen. 2009. The Taiping Revolutionary Movement. New York: ACLS Humanities Press]  [20:  Hays, Jeffery. 2016. Visual Sourcebook of Chinese Civilization. Washington: University of Washington] 


In examining the reforms made by the Taping, it is important to point out that they cannot have put all their time into reforming society due to warring with the Qing Empire, therefore possibly were not completely effective. To further show this, one author states the “Taiping kingdom experienced little peace so they had less time for their plans to be implemented”[footnoteRef:21], showing how their fight for survival controlled their actions far more than their desire to change society. In comparison, the Qing Empire could create and enforce reforms more effectively as they had more people and larger amount of resources. Therefore, even though this war had a large death toll of 20 million and used a lot of resources[footnoteRef:22], it would take less time to weaken a smaller army such as the Taiping. Primarily this means the Taiping would have struggled to be both at war and reform society as shown through one author statement there is “no evidence of [the Taiping] being a competent government”[footnoteRef:23]. The social upheaval from this lasted 14 years, naturally spending more of their resources on this, such as money on large quantities of cannons and gunboats[footnoteRef:24]. Additionally, this war would have included many high standing officials converting from their previous work and taking part in the conflict instead, rather than focusing on reforms. In terms of society, naturally this civil war would not have helped to reform society, as even though class and gender divisions were abolished, new armies were constantly created. As an example, Heath states “every family were expected to supply one soldier to the Taiping army”[footnoteRef:25], therefore families were torn apart. Overall, this all shows that in a warzone, resources are not spent on making sure reforms are effectively instilled, but instead staying alive so the Taiping would not have been completely effective reformers. [21:  Atwill. 2009. 56]  [22:  Tucker. 2011. 1]  [23:  Crossley. 2010. 83]  [24:  Heath, Ian. 1994. The Taiping Rebellion, 1951-66. London: Osprey, 7]  [25:  Heath. 1994. 7] 


In conclusion, my research has led me to believe that the Taiping were hugely effective reformers in terms of gender and class equality, however their policies on segregation and illegal behavior, however effectively they were implemented, did not aid China. One Chinese scholar even goes as far as to say the Taiping movement was a “historically unprecedented, glorious and progressive liberation of women”[footnoteRef:26], which is completely accurate as women had more opportunities during the Taiping movement than before under the Qing rule. Furthermore, Johnson argues that the Taiping’s introduced “many novel ideas that promised to drastically restructure society”[footnoteRef:27], which are seen through stopping Confucian believes that had existed for years before. This being said however, their death penalty refused society second chances and seemed excessive. In the end, the Taiping still failed so they weren’t as effective as they could have been with reforms, however in my view, they encouraged a modernistic society and therefore although they did not last, their reforms had a lasting impact on Chinese society.  [26:  Fan Wen-lan. 1989. Chinese women in a Century of Revolution, 1850-1950. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 22]  [27:  Johnson, Adrienne. 2006. Taiping Pipe Dream: Women’s Roles in the Taiping Rebellion. Unknown: Ohio State University, 2] 
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