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An Analysis of the Personnel Composition and Power Structure of
the Popular Revolts in Rural Jiangnan Areas during the Period of
the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom
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Abstract: In the mid-19th century, during the social turmoil, popular revolts, mainly of the type of re-
sistance to food, taxes and rents, were multiple and frequent in rural Jiangnan areas. From Daoguang and
Xianfeng eras in the 1840s and 1850s to the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom in the early 1860s, popular revolts
intensified. In terms of the personnel composition, compared to the popular revolts in the same region under
the Qing Dynasty in the previous two decades, the form of leadership and the identity attributes of leaders
and participants in popular revolts under the rule of Taiping Army had both the continuity of the tradition of
the previous dynasty and the particularity of the wartime the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom itself. In terms of
authority structure, intellectuals were usually critical in popular revolts. Although peasants constituted the
main body of participation and the basic identity of popular revolts, it is not appropriate to exaggerate the de-
cisive significance of peasants in popular revolts. It is hard to construct a direct causal link between the land
factor, the human-land conflict, and peasant participation in the revolts. It is usually a combination of both
environmental and existential pressures, and the acceptance of inducements from outside interests that

prompted peasants to engage in widespread resistance. From the perspective of national governance, the con-
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flicts which were difficult to reconcile between the government and the people under the centralized bureau-
cracy remained an important driving force behind the larger-scale popular revolts of this period.
Key words: popular revolt; Rural Jiangnan Areas; the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom; Qing Dynasty; na-

tional governance
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