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The Two-Tax System, Locust Infestation
and Famine in the Early Years of
Emperor Tang De-zong
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Abstract

In 784-5, a devastating locust infestation swept through northern China,
causing widespread famine and the death or displacement of millions. Striking the
north before the Empire had fully recovered from the An Lu-shang Rebellion
(755-763), this locust infestation proved a critical moment for mid-Tang China.
While many possible causes have been suggested for the infestation, from
mobilization and military conflict to drought, there is another possible cause that
has not received due attention: the two-tax law (W £ 7%), promulgated in 780.

After the Rebellion, taxes were drastically increased in rate and complexity.
Tang De-zong’s new tax exacerbated this trend. Especially burdensome was the
fixed quota allotted for each local administration. As opportunities for tax
appropriation by officials multiplied, households further had to shoulder more of
the burden when their neighbors left the land. Shortly after 780, as the tax burden
grew exponentially, more and more peasants fled the land, especially in the millet-
and wheat-growing north. Land abandonment meant a higher tax burden for those
who stayed on the land, which in turn forced them to flee, as well. With vast tracts

of land untilled, locusts swarmed and farming collapsed.
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After the locust plague subsided, De-zong instituted the Zhong-he Festival.
Offerings were made to a vegetation deity in hopes of a good harvest. The idea that
such blessings may come from showing respect for nature was based on the
teachings in Li ji “Yue ling.” This festival reveals how profoundly shaken De-zong
was and suggests prime minister Li Mi’s tactful guiding hand.

This paper explores the causes of the locust infestation of 784-5, which might
shed some light on the characteristics of locusts behavior and the agricultural
fragility of north China. Furthermore, it argues that this locust infestation and its
severe impact on the agricultural productivity and demography of northern China
was a significant moment in the southward shift of the economic center of the

empire.

Keywords: Tang De-zong, two-tax law, locust infestation, the agricultural fragile zone of

northern China, Zhong-he Festival
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