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Introduction


In the twentieth-century saga of two investigative journalists reporting on the skullduggery of a presidential campaign, an anonymous source advised Washington Post to “follow the money” as they sought to unravel the Watergate scandal during Richard Nixon’s presidential term. For those who wish to unravel the roots of a different political headline, one which erupted in the year 1899 between China and the West, a more apt direction might be to “follow the opium.”


The Boxer Rebellion began in 1899, but its roots went deeper into the fertile but rocky soil that harvested the lucrative commerce between the Empire of China, which for centuries had been the dominant country in Asia, and Great Britain, which by the middle of the nineteenth century had built an “empire on which the sun never sets.” Many of the Western powers were engaged in trade with a sometimes-reluctant China, but it was Great Britain, flexing its imperial muscle, which took center stage in the conflict.


Great Britain had been on the losing end of the trade with China, as the British and the Western world were ardent buyers of Chinese goods, but the Chinese did not reciprocate when British goods were offered for sale. The financial future of the British East India Company was at risk. Then the Portuguese discovered a highly potent form of opium in India, one that was much more powerful—and addicting—than what the Chinese used in their medicines. The poppy which produced this opium was grown in Bengal, which was under the control of the British.


The Chinese tried to legislate the problem by making opium use illegal, but smugglers managed to bring in the powerful substance and sell it anyway. The British would go to battle against the Chinese twice in efforts to force China to legalize the opium trade. William Gladstone, a future British prime minister, regarded the Opium Wars as a disgrace upon the British nation. Still, profit ruled over principle, and the Chinese eventually capitulated to the British. This led them to open up more ports to British trade and grant Britain most-favored-nation trade status as well as legalize the sale of opium, despite the harm it inflicted on the Chinese who were becoming addicted to it.


The weakness of the Chinese military, combined with the fact that the Chinese government was powerless to keep the foreigners out of the Forbidden City, Beijing, was demoralizing for the Chinese, and the Qing Dynasty was held to blame. Resentment against foreigners mounted, and social unrest increased. Tensions between those in the government who saw advantages in encouraging trade with the West and those who recognized the threats to the Chinese way of life challenged the Qing Dynasty’s effectiveness and power. In the late 1890s, as northern China dealt with natural disasters which led to drought, depriving the citizens of employment and food, a group known as the Boxers arose.


The name “Boxer” probably came from the Christian missionaries in the area and referred to the Boxers’ emphasis on physical fitness and the martial arts. Yet the Yìhéquán, or the Society of Righteous and Harmonious Fists, the Boxers’ official name, were about much more than shadow boxing. They were determined to purify China by ridding it of the Western foreigners whose influence was dominating the Chinese government and sullying their ancient and cherished traditions. They resolved to purge the country of the missionaries whose Christian beliefs diminished the long-held Confucian precepts which had formed the Middle Kingdom, as China called itself.


When the Boxers left northern China and made their way to Beijing, the foreign legations established there realized their danger and called upon their nations’ armies to come to their rescue. The Chinese Empress Dowager Cixi, who had initially hesitated as the crisis mounted, subsequently declared war on all foreign powers. The Boxers united with the imperial Chinese forces against the Eight-Nation Alliance which was marching to Beijing to rescue the besieged legation officials, civilians, missionaries, and Chinese Christians who were trapped in the Forbidden City.


No one can be sure how many people were killed in the ensuing fighting; some estimates believe that as many as 100,000 lives were lost in the conflict. However, some casualties cannot be counted in terms of loss of life. For the Chinese, the victory of the Western powers was yet another blow to their traditions, their autonomy, and their image in the eyes of their neighboring nations. For the Qing Dynasty, it was the beginning of the end; in 1912, the child emperor Puyi abdicated, bringing to an end the 268-year reign of the Qing and imperial rule in China. China then became a republic under the presidency of Sun Yat-sen, bringing the nation out of its feudalistic history into the modern era. China’s tenure as a republic was brief, however, as the Communist Party under the leadership of Mao Zedong took control of the country in 1949.


When viewed against a timeline of 2,000 years of imperial rule, 30-some years as a republic, and over 70 years as a communist nation, the Boxer Rebellion might seem irrelevant. But the Boxer Rebellion spoke with the voice of a Chinese population that was weary of being subject to the whims of foreign powers. By striking against the Western powers, the Boxer Rebellion set the stage for a Chinese government that would follow its own course and, for good or ill, define a new way of life in a rapidly changing world. Twenty-first century China is an economic and political force not only in Asia but across the globe, and the role of the Boxer Rebellion in the restoration of China to a position of power must be acknowledged. Whether modern China exemplifies the model that the Boxers sought is, of course, open to debate.

