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Crossing the Boundary:
Tseng Kuo-fan and the Financing of His Xiang Army

Zenghe Liu
Department of History, Jinan University

Besides the standard Royal Military Infantries of Bagi (the Eight Flags) and the
Green Camp which were both under the direct rule of the Qing Emperor, Tseng Kuo-
fan’s Xiang Army was one of the most magnificent armed forces during the Qing
dynasty. Compared with the standard Royal Military Infantry, this quasi-private Xiang
Army had made greater influence and contribution toward the Eastern Expedition
against the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom Movement. However, Qing’s treasury was
unable to meet the financial needs of the Xiang Army. Thus, managing its budget
became a critical issue to the Xiang Army. The Xiang army, under Tseng’s command,
began the Eastern Expedition in the spring of the 4™ year of Emperor Xianfeng’s reign
(1854), and by the spring of the tenth year (1860) of the Emperor’s rule, the expedition
force pushed forward and fought battles in the Jiangxi province and nearby regions. As
Tseng was not delegated by the emperor to oversee the other provinces outside of his
home region, he depended heavily on the local governments to administer the military
budget and supplies for his soldiers. The successive governors of the Jiangxi province,
in particular, displayed varying attitudes towards the dispensation of such funds,
putting Tseng in a torment of ongoing frustration. There was a clear discrepancy in
their attitude towards providing logistical support to Tseng’s army among those
provincial officials who were held responsible, due to their different perception of the
security relations and the intertwined interpersonal relationship between the governors
and Tseng. Although the governor of the Hubei province, Hu Linyi, and the governor
of the Shanxi province, Wang Qingyun, were being very cooperative, logistical support
to the Xiang Army was often deprived as many other local governors failed to provide
their share either in time or in full. With helps from Hu Linyi and his other personal
political allies, Tseng began to seek for more political leverage in order to secure
logistical support to his army. He was finally appointed the Viceroy of Liangjiang

(Jiangsu, Anhui, and Jiangxi) after the turmoil in the Southeastern region of China
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reached a new height. With the official approval from the Qing court, Tseng started to
introduce a new policy of getting military funds from Jiangxi, Hunan, Guangdong and
other provinces. This new policy imposed a fundamental reform to the existing local
taxation system, and it was therefore difficult to put the new policy through as
resistance was fierce. The Qing court took some serious precaution against Tseng’s
actions, but more often, the court was willing to cooperate with Tseng and his allies,
showing its special support to the military force in this time of crisis. This was a perfect
example of how individuals, existing institution, environment and realistic needs

interplayed in the modern era.

Keywords: the xiexiang system, Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, Tseng Kuo-fan,

Eastern Expedition, military budget
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