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In terms of casualties, China's Taiping Rebellion was one of the worst civil 

wars in history. Some 20 million people died and 17 provinces were ravaged 

in this political and religious upheaval, which took place from 1850 to 1864. 

It was the most serious of several internal disturbances that took place in 

China in the second half of the 19th century. It seriously weakened the Qing 

(Manchu) Dynasty and helped prepare the way for the Chinese revolutions of 

the 20th century.  

The leader of the rebellion was Hong Xiuquan, an unsuccessful civil-service 

candidate who developed his own form of fundamentalist Christianity. 

Believing himself to be a son of God sent to reform China, he began preaching in the 1840s, 

denouncing the rule of the Manchu, who were foreigners. Preaching that all property should be 

held by the people, he attracted many followers in Guangxi Province. The peasants, workers, and 

miners there had been suffering through severe floods and famines and were ready to rebel.  

The rebellion began in July 1850, and in January 1851 Hong proclaimed himself the leader of a 

new state, Taiping Tianguo (Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace). As the Taiping rebels crossed 

the countryside, their ranks had swelled from several thousand ragged peasants to more than 1 

million disciplined and eager soldiers. They took the city of Nanjing in March 1853 and made it 

their capital. For several years the rebel armies dominated the Yangtze (Chang) River valley. 

They failed, however, to take Shanghai, where the defenders were commanded by the American 

adventurer Frederick Townsend Ward and the British general Charles George (“Chinese”) 

Gordon. By 1862 the movement was weakened by internal strife and defections and was losing 

steam. Nanjing fell in July 1864 to the army of Gen. Zeng Guofan; Hong had committed suicide 

in June. Sporadic resistance continued for four more years. 
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