
Blog Assignment: Primary and Secondary Source Analysis 

 

A. Prep 

1. Choose a chapter from Jonathan Spence’s God’s Chinese Son (2003) that you found 

particularly engaging and that also includes references to Franz Michael and Chung-li 

Chang’s The Taiping Rebellion: History and Documents (see Spence’s endnotes, 

including his abbreviations list at the beginning for help in locating these references.) 

 

2. Skim the chapter’s endnotes, looking for references to the Franz Michael volumes. 

Scout out part of that chapter (a line or two, or a short section) associated with a direct 

citation to the Michael text that you can track down. How? Next, go to the library, 

borrow the correct volume from those on reserve (vol. 2 = pp. 1-726; vol. 3 = pp. 729-

1815; vol. 1 is narrative, not primary sources) and find the original primary source 

document cited by Spence. Photocopy or scan that full document from the collection, not 

just the page the quote is on, to take home with you. 

 

B: The Blog Post 

Your task for the blog post is to compare the original document, in full, to the way 

Spence has used it in his own writing of history. Questions / info to consider and 

comment upon: 

 

- How do Franz Michael and Chung-li Chang introduce the primary source at its 

beginning in the book? (You may have to trace back a number of pages to find their 

introduction, which appears in a smaller font.) What kind of information do they provide 

the scholar? 

 

- What insights, additional perspective, and/or knowledge to you gain from reading the 

source itself more broadly beyond the simple line or close section that Spence has noted? 

What other details around it might stand out to you, as a historian of the Taiping? 

 

- Next, now that you are familiar with the primary document, return to Spence’s own 

prose that cites a page (or pages) from the same source. Do you see how he built his own, 

writing from it? How does his own voice polish, emphasize, or make a historical insight 

more clear in the process? 

 

- Finally, try composing your own, short paragraph (4-5) lines from the other detail(s) 

you see in this same section of the document as it own summary of the history before you 

in the primary source.  


