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The Chinese term mandate of heaven (tianming) is usually assumed to have the 
following meaning: a ruler’s mandate is bestowed by “heaven,” but if the ruler 
does not follow the precepts of virtue and wisdom in ruling, the mandate can be 
removed. From here two possible scenarios may unfold. The first is the palace 
coup: once “heaven” has removed its approval, someone—usually with a signifi-
cant force behind him—can depose the ruler in question and assume the mantle 
of power. So it was that dynastic changes took place in China’s long history of 
emperors and dynasties. The second is the peasant revolution: given that a ruler’s 
ultimate responsibility was to ensure the well-being of the common people, if a 
ruler turned out to be rapacious and cruel, the people would be justified in diso-
beying and indeed replacing the ruler. At times, the two scenarios would merge, 
not so much with the frequent peasant rebellions throughout China’s long impe-
rial history, but more with the peasant revolution that succeeded in placing its 
ruler on the imperial throne. Examples include Liu Bang (256–195 bce) and the 
establishment of the Han dynasty in 202 bce and Li Zicheng (1606–45 ce), who 
led a peasant revolt against the fading Ming dynasty and established the fleeting 
Shun dynasty that lasted barely a few months in 1644 before the Qing dynasty 
took over.

While there is some truth to this common understanding, it has its limits. In 
what follows, I examine three terms that reveal an inherently this-worldly (secu-
lar) focus of Chinese cultural assumptions. First, mandate of heaven (tianming) 
means not so much a “divine right of kings” with heavy religious overtones but 
was understood—already in the first millennium bce—as a deeply secular “des-
tiny” or “allotted life span.” The sense here is that the wider scope of human 
affairs—contained within the realm of the heavens or the sky (the basic mean-
ing of tian) and earth—has determined a person’s and indeed a society’s life. 
The second term is destiny-and-fortune (mingyun), a term that requires such a 
translation in order to capture a distinct dialectic—in the sense that there is a 
conjunction of forces that pull away from each other and yet can be found amid 
each other (think of yin-yang). It includes ming ( 命), which is one of the char-
acters from tianming and has the meaning of destiny or fate. But the yun ( 命)  
indicates  that  one  can,  through  persistent  and  conscientious  effort,  change 
one’s destiny. Literally, it means to “move one’s fate.” The cycle of peasant 

3 Mandate for Revolution? 
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revolutions in China, right up the beginning of the modern era with the Taip-
ing Revolution (1851–1864), may be characterized in these terms. They were, 
through sustained and dangerous action, seeking to move or change their fate. 
The third term is the people’s needs, which came to be the ultimate determining 
factor in a ruler’s “allotted life span.” From at least the Warring States period, 
we  find  this  emphasis  throughout  the  Chinese  tradition.  If  the  ruler  ensured 
adequate  food  and  shelter,  as  well  as  social  stability  and  harmony,  then  the 
ruler’s “allotted life span” would be long. If not, the people would rebel. In 
order to consider this emphasis in a little more detail, I examine two case stud-
ies, one concerning Liu Bang and the peasant revolt of the third century bce that 
led to the Han dynasty in the early days of the imperial system and the other 
concerning the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom toward the end of the imperial sys-
tem in the nineteenth century ce. The latter enables me to return to the question 
of religion and why the biblically inspired Taiping were ultimately rejected by 
Chinese culture.

Mandate of Heaven as a Secular Term
Let us begin with the “mandate of heaven,” which was initially developed by the 
long-lived Zhou dynasty (1046–256 bce) to justify their overthrow of the ear-
lier Shang dynasty. The Zhou lasted for eight centuries, and even though the last 
few centuries entailed nominal and ritual power over neighboring states that were 
constantly at war with one another, the earlier Zhou period was often held up as 
an ideal for how rulers should govern in terms of economic, technological, and 
cultural prowess. However, there was an initial problem: the Zhou had technically 
usurped the Shang in the eleventh century bce. How to justify such a move? The 
“mandate of heaven” was born, predicated on appropriate policies to ensure social 
harmony, economic well-being, and social codes. It was propagated in particular 
by the Duke of Zhou, 1 who argued that the Shang had forfeited this “mandate” 
through corrupt and rapacious practices and that it was up to the Zhou to restore 
the social order.

The Book of Songs (Shiji) bestows such a “mandate” to the one attributed with 
establishing the Zhou dynasty, Wen Wang. 2 The song in question (235) comes 
from  a  section  called  “daya,”  literally  “refinement”  but  glossed  by  the  fabled 
translator James Legge as “Greater Odes of the Kingdom.” This material in the 
Book of Songs is among the earliest, which comes from the tenth to ninth centu-
ries bce, and thus soon after the Zhou dynasty was established. Throughout the 
subsection concerning Wen Wang, we find references to the “mandate of heaven.” 
To begin with, the house of Zhou may have been an old house, but the “mandate” 
(ming) had fallen upon it only recently with an expectation of renewal and reform. 
Why? The qualities of the first king:

Profound was king Wen;
Oh! continuous and bright was his feeling of reverence.
Great is the mandate of heaven [tianming]! (Legge 1871, 427)
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The stanza continues with a reference to the Shang (also known as Yin), whom 
the Zhou had usurped. The Shang may have had many descendants of the royal 
house, but when “God on high [shangdi] gave the mandate [ming]” to the Zhou, 
the Shang became their subjects. At the same time, the text has a warning: be sure 
to show respect for ancestors, “cultivate virtue [xiude],” and strive to align with 
“destiny [ming].” If so, the outcome will be much good fortune and happiness. 
But these are not always assured:

The mandate [ming] is not easily [preserved],
Do not cause your own extinction.
Display and make bright your righteousness and name,
And look at [the fate of] Yin in the light of heaven.
The doings of high heaven,
Have neither sound nor smell.
Take your pattern from king Wen,
And the myriad regions will repose confidence in you. (Legge 1871, 
427–28)3

In  light  of  this  early  material,  one  may  understand  why  the  connection  has 
been made with the Western notion of the “divine right of kings.” This connection 
was  initially  made  during  the  last  phase  of  European  absolute  monarchs,  pre-
cisely when the Chinese texts initially became available in translation. The idea 
of the “divine right of kings” is, of course, quite old and can be found in religious 
texts such as the Hebrew Bible, as well as other material from ancient Southwest 
Asia. But let us stay with the European context, where theological justifications 
for monarchies took a number of forms. In a Roman Catholic framework, it was 
argued that all states must be subject to the church’s mandate, in which the pope 
functioned as God’s representative on earth. Even in the twentieth century, there 
were efforts to reclaim this idea (Maritain 1951; Jouvenal 1957). From Lutheran 
and Reformed perspectives, the sovereign was always subject to divine approval 
or its abrogation. This is particularly so with Calvin’s argument that even though 
an unpopular monarch rules with divine sanction, this was always subject to the 
ruler in question following God’s laws. If not, then God would appoint an agent 
to remove the ruler and even allow the people to disobey (Calvin [1559] 2006; 
Boer 2019, 75–90). We find the same emphasis in a somewhat more muted man-
ner  in  Luther’s  “two  kingdoms”  hypothesis,  with  its  transfer  of  secular  power 
from Rome to the prince (Luther [1523] 1962). Even so, Luther never urged a 
complete separation between the two kingdoms: the monarch was to ensure not 
merely proper conduct of religious observance but of all relevant divine laws as 
well. If not, the sanction would be removed. This emphasis even applies to abso-
lute monarchies: the monarch may be the determinant of and thereby above state 
law—“There  is  no  authority  except  from  God,  and  those  authorities  that  exist 
have been instituted by God” (Romans 13:1–7) 4—but such a monarch relies on 
divine sanction (Bodin [1576] 1993; Hobbes [1651] 1996). It follows that such 
sanction can also be removed from a wayward monarch.
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The  connection  with  the  ancient  Book  of  Songs  from  China  would  seem  to 
be  obvious,  especially  with  its  reference  to  Shangdi  ( 上帝)—literally  “the 
deity  above”  but  often  translated  as  “God  on  High”—as  the  one  who  confers 
the  mandate. The problem here is what is known as “using western categories to 
understand China [yixi jiezhong]” (Wang 2018, 26). More specifically, there may 
have been references in the earliest layers of the Book of Songs to an abstract 
“God on High”—taken over from the earlier Shang dynasty—but these began to 
fade already with the Duke of Zhou, who emphasized a shift from the ignorance 
and superstition of the earlier ideas inherited from the Shang to a focus on “valu-
ing and emphasizing human affairs [zhong renshi]” (Gu and Yu 2014). By the time 
of Confucius in the sixth and fifth centuries, the definition of wisdom became: 
“To  devote  oneself  to  the  people’s  just  cause,  and,  while  respecting  spiritual 
beings [guishen], to keep aloof from them, may be called wisdom” (Confucius  
1993, 6:22). The spirits and gods should be kept “at a distance [yuan],” which 
entails a distinct focus on this world and specifically the right conduct in relation 
to human ties and relationships (the sense of yi— 义). Such a this-worldly focus 
would become a distinctive feature of Chinese culture, so much so that Mozi’s 
effort in the fifth and fourth centuries to develop a more fully fledged religious 
system foundered and instead elements of Mohism were absorbed into a Confu-
cian framework (Johnston 2010). Indeed, when there has been a risk of a more 
esoteric turn, these Confucian concerns would be reinvigorated—as, for example, 
with the neo-Confucianism of the eighth and eleventh centuries ce, which arose 
in response to the more esoteric and spiritual dimensions of both Buddhism and 
Daoism.

What are the implications for the “mandate of heaven”? The term for “heaven”—
tian or 天—has little of the personalized divine nature of the Western “Heaven.” 
Instead, it means an impersonal and material “sky” or the heavens, often coming 
to be associated with “destiny” or “fate.” Indeed, the more basic sense of tian-
ming is precisely this: the destiny determined by the greater domain of heaven 
and an earth populated by human beings, which are seen as one—tianren heyi 
(Xu 2016). What happened to the old Shangdi, the “God on High”? He went even 
further above or “on high [shang],” while the main concern was squarely with the 
world below the heavens—tianxia (天下). Thus, tianming became the “allotted 
life span” of a dynasty and indeed a society, as determined by the wider realm of 
the heavens and the earth. As mentioned in the Zuozhuan, or Zuo’s Commentary 
on the Spring and Autumn Annals: “Humans are born between the heavens and 
the earth [tiandi] and this is what is called their destiny [ming]” (Durrant, Li, and 
Schaberg 2016, 802).5

Changing One’s Destiny (mingyun)
We are at the point where Chinese culture—understood in the broad sense that 
includes history, society, and political structures 6—is by default concerned with 
this  world  and  is  thus  “secular”—to  invoke  the  basic  sense  of  the  Latin  sae-
cularum.  This  means  that  the  peculiar  history  of  the  western  peninsula  of  the 
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Eurasian landmass—as Diakonoff (2003, 157) liked to call western Europe—is by 
no means normative. Here I mean the relatively recent history of “secularization” 
from the religious assumptions and structures that dominated Europe for century 
upon century. In China, this narrative does not apply, or, if it does at some level, 
we would need to go back some 3,000 years to find not so much an analogous as 
a prototypical process.

Thus,  the  concept  of  tianming  was  more  about  the  determination  of  life  by 
the wider dynamics of the world, the unity of the heavens and the earth (tiandi). 
The shorthand for this determination is “destiny” (ming). In the case of tianming, 
this destiny pertained to the rulers of the various dynasties. Now we come upon 
two questions, which have implications for understanding the process of peasant 
revolutions in Chinese history. The first question is whether tianming is still seen 
as in some way superstitious. Perhaps I can answer as follows: after I arrived in 
Dalian to begin working at the School of Marxism at Dalian University of Tech-
nology, the dean referred to yuanfen (缘分). This related term refers to the appar-
ent chance that brings people together, or—more preferably—the natural affinity 
between people that brings them to a “predestined relationship.” The dean was 
referring to the process by which we had met in Australia. I had come to Dalian 
for a lecture, and then his suggestion that I come to Dalian to work there caught 
me at a time when I was indeed looking for a change—even if I was not particu-
larly conscious of the desire at the time. I asked the dean and others present—who 
are all members of the Communist Party of China (CPC)—whether yuanfen is a 
superstitious term. Not at all, they replied; it is a perfectly materialist notion about 
how the world works. The same observation applies to tianming.

The second question: Is this “destiny” or “fate” a given, concerning which one 
can do  nothing and  simply acquiesce? This  may be  the western  cultural tradi-
tion’s understanding of “fate,” which then stands in tension with free will and 
human action. In contrast to such a Western either–or approach to contradictions, 
or “zero-sum” as it is also called, the Chinese approach is rather different: “things 
that oppose each also complement one another [xiangfan xiangcheng].”7 We may 
see such a dialectic in another crucial term, mingyun (命运). It combines a char-
acter we have already met, ming (命), which refers to the destiny of fate pertain-
ing to one’s life, with yun (运), which includes the senses of fortune, movement, 
use, and application. The combination of the two characters as mingyun means 
that one can, through sheer hard work and innovation, change the course of one’s 
destiny. In other words, if we apply ourselves to the task at hand, we can move 
destiny  in  our  favor—for  which  the  translation  “fate-and-fortune”  may  be  the 
most apt. To be sure, Chinese culture has plenty of material concerning predeter-
mined fate. For example, a student of Confucius named Zi Xia observed: “I have 
heard that life and death are determined by fate [ming], and that wealth and honors 
depend upon the will of the heavens [tian]” (Confucius 1993, 12.5). At the same 
time, there is an even greater sense that one can change the direction of one’s des-
tiny toward good fortune. For example, already in the Books of Songs we find the 
idea that even an ancient country needs to innovate. Let us return to the section 
on the first king of Zhou, Wen Wang. In the first stanza of that section, we find: 
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“Although Zhou was an old state, the mandate was for reform [qi ming weixin]” 
(Legge 1871, 427). The word for “reform” may also mean that the mandate was a 
recent one, although both senses apply: the new mandate was also a mandate for 
reform and innovation. More substantially, the Chinese also believe that “human 
will triumphs over the heavens” and “human effort can achieve anything.” Or, as 
Mencius put it, “whether life is long or short does not change one’s attitude, but 
through self-cultivation one waits for whatever issue; this is the way to estab-
lish one’s destiny [ming]” (Mencius 1895, VII.1.1). 8 In sum, there is a distinct 
dialectic in the idea of mingyun, with both destiny and concerted effort insepa-
rably  connected.9  One  can  understand,  then,  how  Marx’s  formulation  strikes  a 
distinct chord in China: “Human beings make their own history, but they do not 
make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by 
themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted 
from the past” (Marx [1852] 1979, 103, [1852] 1985, 96–97). Indeed, it is often 
said in China that Marxism has enabled the Chinese people to seize hold of their 
destiny and overcome the profound century-long humiliation at the hands of colo-
nial powers—the abject poverty in which China found itself—and rejuvenate the 
country through revolution and reform (Boer and Zang 2019, 10).

The People’s Needs
Let us pause for a moment and take stock: the idea of “mandate of heaven” (tian-
ming) turns out to be an already secularized concept bearing the sense of a destiny 
determined by the larger context of human existence between the heavens and the 
earth. Furthermore, it should be understood in light of “mingyun,” which bears 
the sense of changing one’s destiny through arduous human effort. The question 
remains as to how all of this is relevant for peasant revolutions, especially in light 
of my invocation of Marx at the close of the previous section. To be sure, there 
was plenty of plotting and skullduggery in the imperial courts, with not a few pal-
ace coups. But—as mentioned—there is also a long history of peasant rebellions, 
a few of which rose to the full level of a successful revolution, even if they ended 
up establishing another imperial dynasty.

Now  a  final  consideration  comes  into  play:  the  people’s  needs,  which  are 
clearly focused on collective concerns. On this matter, a distinct saying sums up 
an emphasis of thousands of years: “When the granaries are full, the people follow 
appropriate rules of conduct, and when there is enough to eat and wear, the people 
know honor and shame” (Sima 2014, 2595, 3952). 10 The saying, as recorded by 
the historian Sima Qian, is attributed to Guan Zhong (720–645 bce), an influ-
ential reformer of the state of Qi during the Warring States period. 11 There are, 
of course, many other statements along a similar vein in the Chinese tradition, 12 
which emphasize not merely that a ruler’s destiny or mandate is decided by the 
vaster realm of human existence designated by tian but especially whether or not 
the ruler ensured the collective well-being of the people. This well-being took the 
form of conditions that enabled adequate food and shelter, as well as social stabil-
ity (wending) and harmony (hexie). Indeed, it was the ruler’s task to “bring peace 
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and  stability  to  the  country  [anbang  dingguo].”13 Typically,  we  find  that  when 
these collective needs were not met, revolts by the common people—overwhelm-
ingly peasants—would break out.

Liu Bang and the Han Dynasty

Let me give a couple of examples, one from the early days of the imperial system 
and one from its last days. Liu Bang (256–195 bce) rose from humble peasant  
origins to become the first emperor—known as Gaozu—of the Han dynasty 
(202 bce–220 ce). We are reliant on two main accounts, one by Sima Qian, in 
volume  eight  of  his  history  (2014,  435–502),  and  the  other  by  Gu  Ban  in  the 
first volume of his Hanshu (1962, 2–24).14 These histories generally deal favora-
bly with Liu Bang, since he—after some persuasion by a scholar known as Lu 
Jia15—adopted a Confucian framework for governing the empire. Indeed, it was 
the result of this emphasis that Confucianism has become the core framework for 
Chinese culture. The key here, however, is that Liu Bang was of a very humble 
peasant background, from the countryside of the state of Zhou. In light of the 
uncertainty  surrounding  the  succession  to  the  Qin  dynasty  (221–210  bce)  and 
widespread peasant rebellions, Liu Bang was able to leverage himself to a com-
manding position in the rebel forces. After considerable struggle, he secured rule 
and established the Han dynasty.

Why was there so much unrest? The historians attribute this to the harsh rule of 
the first and only Qin emperor, who implemented measures based on what became 
known as the Legalist tradition.16 This tradition stressed that a ruler should govern 
“according to law as the basis [yifaweiben]” and that all should be subject to the 
law. All very well, but this was predicated on the assumption that “human nature 
is evil [xing’elun],” needing stern punishments and appropriate rewards for the 
sake of social order. Legalism has often become a byword for harshness of punish-
ment. It was this system that was adopted by the state of Qin, which became by 
221 bce the first real empire that unified China. However, the very harshness of 
the laws and the degradation of the peasantry soon led to revolt and the overthrow 
of the dynasty. It was precisely these conditions that enabled Liu Bang to rise as 
a peasant leader.17

After being persuaded of the benefits of Confucianism, which had been widely 
suppressed during the brief Qin era, 18 Liu Bang instituted a rather different sys-
tem. It was predicated on the “both hands” (liangshou) of legal sanction and vir-
tue,  although  there  was  a  distinct  emphasis  on  the  latter.  The  five  key  virtues 
that should ensure stability and harmony are benevolence, righteousness, ritual 
(propriety), wisdom, and faithfulness (captured in the five-character phrase renyi-
lizhixin).  These  were—as  Mencius  would  come  to  emphasize—to  provide  the 
foundations for a concern with the common people’s livelihood. In brief, the Con-
fucian emphasis is both “rule of virtue” (dezhi) and “rule of propriety” (lizhi). 19 
What about the rule of law? Already with Lu Jia, but especially with his succes-
sor, Dong Zhongshu (179–104 bce), there was a dialectical emphasis on both law 
and virtue. Here the Daoist tradition’s yin-yang was very useful: the two lines are 
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inescapably connected in governance, in which the positive yang is virtue and the 
negative yin is punishment. The result: not only was Confucianism assiduously 
promoted, but Liu Bang immediately issued a decree to lower taxes on peasants 
to a manageable level and minimize the cycle of compulsory labor (laoyi) for the 
common people. Of course, these were not abolished, for that would be somewhat 
self-defeating for an imperial system, but the easing of burdens has also contrib-
uted to a generally favorable historical assessment of Liu Bang.

Taiping Heavenly Kingdom

The second example comes from the other end of China’s long imperial history: 
the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom of the nineteenth century (1850–1864). It began 
as  a  small  movement  with  a  few  local  villagers  in  the  mountains  of  Guangxi 
Province. They were led by a charismatic and rather unstable visionary, Hong 
Xiuquan, and drew on disaffected peasants, miners, ethnic minorities, and organ-
ized “bandit” groups. Within a few short years, the pent-up frustrations of impe-
rial exploitation and colonial humiliation attracted millions. The Taiping forces 
swept north, developing innovative and spectacularly coordinated military tactics 
against which the Qing forces were no match (Luo 1991). Along the way, the 
Taiping  instituted  strict  discipline,  reorganized  the  social  and  economic  fabric 
of an emerging state, and captured the old imperial capital of Nanjing in 1853 
(renamed Tianjing, the heavenly capital). In doing so, the Taiping managed to 
control for a time the “cradle” of Chinese civilization in the most populous and 
prosperous part of China. The new state was short-lived. British colonial forces 
were keen to preserve their lucrative drug trafficking of opium while a weakening 
Qing Empire colluded with the British colonialists for their own reasons to stran-
gle the Taiping state. Nanjing fell in 1864, and the last remnants of the Taiping 
forces were obliterated in the 1870s and 1880s. Their eventual destruction left ten 
to twenty million dead and far more devastated. As for the Qing Empire, it would 
never recover, managing to struggle on for another fifty years before it fell in the 
republican revolution.

The Taiping movement was profoundly ambiguous. In many respects, it man-
ifested  features  of  the  peasant  rebellions  of  old,  with  an  explosion  of  pent-up 
frustration in response to systemic exploitation and mistreatment, along with a 
leader of equally humble origins. It was also an anti-colonial revolution, focused 
on eradicating the bane of opium and colonial humiliation, and yet it deployed 
the “foreign teaching” of a version of Christianity for its main ideological and 
social agenda. Furthermore, the Taiping movement was thoroughly anti-imperial, 
targeting  the  whole  imperial  system  as  such,  and  yet  it  instituted  what  was  in 
many respects a new imperial system with Hong Xiuquan as its ruler. It sought 
to  overturn  what  it  saw  as  the  dead  weight  of  the  Confucian  heritage  and  yet 
incorporated many features of Confucianism in its new ideology of state. In short, 
the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom  appeared at  a  crucial turning  point in  Chinese 
history: on one hand, it marks the final chapter of the old pattern of palace coups 
and peasant uprisings; on the other, it signaled the emergence of a newer struggle 
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for anti-colonial national liberation. We find this ambiguity in Mao Zedong’s own 
assessments, but it is an ambiguity that enables a whole series of different assess-
ments of the movement.20

In the past, I have taken sides in such debates, emphasizing the revolutionary 
character of the movement, to the extent of arguing that it marks the arrival of 
the Christian communist tradition in China (Boer 2019, 183–99). Upon further 
reflection, it is clear to me that Taiping movement was far more ambiguous than 
I had at first thought. One reason for that earlier assessment was that it came at the 
closing stages of a long research project on Marxism and religion. When I initially 
wrote the piece for a lecture in 2015, I thought that it might be possible to use the 
method and framework I had developed to understand Chinese communism. But 
I was mistaken. Let me put it this way: when I presented my lecture concerning 
the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom in China, my argument did not persuade the audi-
ence. Why? It is not merely that Hong Xiuquan is seen as little more than a bandit, 
but more the way in which a unique interpretation of the Bible came to form the 
core of the Taiping ideology and structure of governance. The path to such an 
emphasis among the Taiping is long and convoluted, but ultimately this approach 
was alien to Chinese cultural sensibilities. Here was a system of thought and cul-
ture that emphasized ontological or outer transcendence (waizaichaoyue), which 
is deeply foreign to Chinese cultural sensibilities in which inner transcendence 
(neizaichaoyue)  and  cultivating  one’s  moral  character  (xiuchen)  are  key  (Ren 
2012; Shen 2015; Guo 2016; T. Xu 2016). The movement also sought to impose a 
religiously inspired framework on a culture that had been deeply secular for mil-
lennia. In brief, it was the invocation by the Taiping of what is known as “foreign 
teaching” (yangjiao) that led to their rejection.

We may interpret such a response in a number of ways. One way is to develop a 
historical dialectic of the religious and the secular in Chinese history, in which one 
returns when the other is dominant (Goldstein 2017). This is clearly a develop-
ment on the tendency to pick one or the other side in, for example, assessments of 
the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom.21 I have a somewhat different interpretation: there 
have and will continue to be moments of religious expression in times of turmoil 
and upheaval, but ultimately the core this-worldly focus of Chinese culture will 
reassert itself. Perhaps we can invoke Mao’s reinterpretation ([1937] 1965, [1937] 
2009) of dialectical materialism here: not only do contradictions move in a pattern 
of unity-in-struggle, but in any contradiction there is always a primary term. In a 
Chinese cultural context, the primary term is precisely the this-worldly focus, the 
inner transcendence of self-cultivation, in which the “unity of heavens and human 
beings” (tianren heyi) becomes the “unity of nature and human beings.” Thus, a 
revolutionary movement that is to have any traction in such a context will be one 
that is focused on people’s needs, on the ability to change one’s destiny through 
concerted human effort.

Conclusion
This reexamination of the “mandate of heaven” has taken us through three key 
ideas: tianming as an allotted life span that is determined by the context contained 
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within the heavens and the earth, or in the unity of nature and human beings; 
mingyun as an ability to move or transform one’s destiny through human effort, 
in light of which we should understand the emergence of peasant revolutions in 
Chinese history; and the collective focus on the people’s needs, or what is now 
called “people-centered” or “taking the people as center” (yi renmin wei zhong). 
Indeed, it is precisely with the combination of the latter two ideas that we find a 
deeper connection between earlier Chinese history and the communist revolution 
of the twentieth century. That whole process may have dispensed with the notion 
of tianming, the mandate of heaven, but it does continue the emphasis on trans-
forming one’s destiny by a focus on taking the people as the center. Indeed, this 
may well be seen as a Chinese Marxist definition of revolution.

Notes
 1  The Duke of Zhou (Zhougong) took over after the brief reign of Wu (ca. 1046–1043 

bce) and governed as regent until the youthful Cheng, son of Wu, could take over 
responsibilities as emperor.

 2  Wen was later acknowledged as the founder of the Zhou dynasty, although his son, Wu, 
was technically the first emperor from 1046 bce.

 3  Translation modified. One may also also find a bilingual text, with Legge’s translation, 
at https://ctext.org/book-of-poetry/wen-wang.

 4  For example, in a Danish Lutheran context, biblical texts such as 1 Samuel 8–10, with 
its warnings over what a king would do, were reinterpreted to justify precisely such 
acts by an absolute monarch (Petterson 2012).

 5  Translation modified. One may also find the Chinese text at https://ctext.org/chun-qiu-
zuo-zhuan/cheng-gong-shi-san-nian. The risk with using the terminology of “secular” 
is that it assumes a religious dimension that it challenges, seeks to negate, and then 
embodies once again in a qualitatively new form. In the text, I am trying to convey the 
point that this may have been the situation in the first millennium bce in China, but it 
has been not so prevalent since then.

 6  The best overview of Chinese culture in English is by Gan Chunsong (2019).
 7  The initial appearance of this phrase—in full as xiangfan er jie xiangcheng ye—comes 

from the first century ce, in Ban Gu’s Hanshu, or History of the Earlier Han Dynsasty, 
in the yiwenzhi part (B. Gu 1962, 374). The text may also be found at https://ctext.org/
han-shu/yi-wen-zhi. It has become a common phrase and one finds it also in the works 
of Mao Zedong ([1937] 1965, 333, [1937] 2009, 343).

 8  Translation modified. The bilingual text may also be found at https://ctext.org/mengzi/
jin-xin-i.

 9  It is not for nothing that the word is found in the increasingly popular phrase in devel-
oping countries around the world: “a community of common destiny/future [mingyun] 
for humankind.”

 10  The sentence appears on two occasions in Sima Qian’s Shiji, once in the Guanyan 
liezhuan section, and once in the Huozhi liezhuan section. The later Confucian tradi-
tion would debate whether ethics arose naturally from such a material basis or whether 
they also required the “cultivation of moral character [xiushen].” The latter became 
the dominant position under the influence of Mencius, who observed that if the people 
“have not a certain livelihood, it follows that they will not have a fixed heart.” But the 
steady “heart” in question required more: people must have more than food and shelter, 
for without the cultivation of virtue they would be little better than animals (Mencius 
1895, I.7, III.3).

 11  Some readers may be reminded of Engels’s observation ([1883] 1985, 407) at Marx’s 
funeral: “humankind must first of all eat, drink, have shelter and clothing, before it 
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can pursue politics, science, art, religion, etc.” Note also Bertolt Brecht’s aphorism 
from The Threepenny Opera—“Food comes first, then morality” (Brecht and Weill 
1968, 54).

 12  For example, in the Analects we find that “if all is well-apportioned, there will be no 
poverty; if all are in harmony, there will be no lack of men; if stability reigns, there 
will be no danger of collapse” (Confucius 1993, 16.1). One may also find a bilingual 
version at https://ctext.org/analects/ji-shi.

 13  This saying is attested in the thirty-seventh chapter of Romance of the Three King-
doms. A bilingual text may be found at https://ctext.org/sanguo-yanyi/ch37.

 14  The  accounts  may  also  be  found  at  https://ctext.org/shiji/gao-zu-ben-ji  and  https://
ctext.org/han-shu/gao-di-ji.

 15  Lu Jia is reputed to have written the twelve-volume Xinyu (literally “New Words”), 
available at https://ctext.org/xinyu.

 16  I am summarizing here a very complex history. For an excellent overview in English, 
see Zhang Jinfan (2013), while one may also consult in Chinese the works of He Qin-
hua (2017, 2018).

 17  Nonetheless, scholars are keen to point out that whenever a government has needed to 
root out corruption and ensure stability for the sake of economic and social improve-
ment, it has resorted to the Legalist tradition.

 18  It was during the Qin period that the infamous “burning of the books and bury-
ing alive of the Confucian scholars [fenshukangru]” was supposed to have taken 
place.

 19  As the Analects (1993, 2.3) put it: “If the people are guided by law, and kept in order 
by punishment, they may try to avoid crime, but have no sense of shame. If they are 
guided by virtue, and kept in order by the rules of propriety, they will have a sense of 
shame, and moreover will come to be good.”

 20  Within China, the ambiguity enabled—for example—Sun Zhongshan (Yat-sen) to see 
the Taiping as basically anti-imperial, while the earlier doyen of Taiping scholarship in 
China, Luo Ergang (1943, 1986), initially argued for their revolutionary and egalitar-
ian credentials. Later, Chinese Marxist scholars tended to see the movement more in 
terms of utopian socialism and argued that there was little that could be regarded as 
revolutionary.

 21  Goldstein’s study also examines the Yihetuan Yundong, or Boxer Rebellion, the “House 
Church” movement, and the sectarian extremism of Falun Gong.
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