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Chapter 1: What Was
the Boxer Rebellion?


 





The tumultuous
period known as the Boxer Rebellion, alternatively termed the Boxer
Uprising, Boxer Insurgency, or Yihetuan Movement, unfolded in China
between 1899 and 1901. It marked a fervent anti-foreign,
anti-colonial, and anti-Christian sentiment among the populace,
particularly in Northern China. Led by the Militia United in
Righteousness, colloquially known as the Boxers due to their
proficiency in Chinese martial arts, this uprising bore witness to
a
confluence of social, political, and environmental grievances.


 





Following the
Sino-Japanese War of 1895, apprehensions surged among villagers in
North China concerning the encroachment of foreign spheres of
influence. Moreover, resentment simmered against Christian
missionaries, whose presence was intertwined with privileges
granted
by the ruling authorities. These missionaries were perceived as
exploiting their status to conceal their proselytizing activities.
The year 1898 saw Northern China grappling with a succession of
natural disasters, including devastating floods and parching
droughts
along the Yellow River. The Boxers, attributing these calamities to
foreign and Christian interference, commenced a campaign of
violence
across Shandong and the North China Plain from 1899 onwards. Their
actions were marked by the destruction of foreign-owned
infrastructure, such as railways, and the targeted assault or
execution of missionaries and Chinese converts.


 





The crescendo of the
conflict reached its apex in June 1900, as Boxer adherents
converged
upon Beijing, rallying under the banner of "Support the Qing
government and repel the foreigners." Emboldened by a belief in
their imperviousness to foreign weaponry, they laid siege to the
diplomatic Legation Quarter, where diplomats, missionaries, troops,
and a scant few Chinese Christians sought refuge. Responding to
this
crisis, an Eight-Nation Alliance comprised of American,
Austro-Hungarian, British, French, German, Italian, Japanese, and
Russian forces launched an assault on Tianjin's Dagu Fort on June
17,
aiming to quell the insurgency.


 





Amidst this turmoil,
the Empress Dowager Cixi vacillated before ultimately throwing her
support behind the Boxers, issuing an Imperial Decree on June 21
that
declared war against the invading nations. Within the Chinese
government, divisions emerged between factions aligned with the
Boxers and those advocating for conciliation, led by Prince Qing.
Meanwhile, General Ronglu, the paramount commander of Chinese
forces,
later claimed to have intervened to safeguard the foreigners,
contradicting the imperial edict endorsing hostilities against
foreigners.


 





In the southern
provinces, however, officials largely disregarded the call to arms
against foreign forces, further highlighting the fragmented nature
of
the Chinese government's response to the crisis. Thus, the Boxer
Rebellion emerged as a complex and multifaceted episode in China's
history, embodying a potent blend of nationalist fervor,
socio-economic discontent, and geopolitical turmoil.


 





Following their
repulsion by both the Imperial Chinese forces and the Boxer
militia,
the Eight-Nation Alliance deployed a formidable contingent of
20,000
armed soldiers into China. This force decisively defeated the
Imperial Army in Tianjin before advancing upon Beijing, where they
arrived on August 14, thus bringing an end to the protracted
fifty-five-day siege endured by the Legations. 



 





In a vengeful
response to the Alliance's intervention, the capital and its
environs
fell victim to widespread looting, with individuals suspected of
affiliation with the Boxers facing summary execution. The
subsequent
Boxer Protocol, signed on September 7, 1901, prescribed severe
measures against government officials perceived to have supported
the
Boxer cause. These measures included the deployment of foreign
troops
within Beijing and the imposition of a substantial indemnity
payment
totaling 450 million taels of silver, to be disbursed to the eight
participating nations over a period of 39 years. At 2018's silver
prices, this sum equated to approximately $10 billion, surpassing
even the government's annual tax revenue.


 





The Qing dynasty's
mishandling of the Boxer Rebellion not only failed to quell the
unrest but also served to erode their authority further,
precipitating a cascade of extensive governmental reforms in the
aftermath of the conflict. This pivotal period underscored the
pressing need for modernization and restructuring within China's
governance structures, as the nation grappled with the
repercussions
of its tumultuous encounter with foreign powers.

Chapter 2: The Main
Causes


 





In the heartlands of
Shandong's northern coastal region, where social unrest, religious
factions, and martial organizations had long held sway, arose the
Righteous and Harmonious Fists, known as Yihequan. These fervent
groups, steeped in the traditions of martial arts and armed combat,
garnered the moniker "Boxers," a term coined by American
Christian missionaries who bore witness to their rigorous training
regimens and physical prowess. Their rituals, characterized by the
swirling of swords, fervent invocations, and rites of spiritual
possession, formed the cornerstone of their spiritual practice.


 





Among their ranks,
unemployed rural men, many barely past adolescence, found allure in
the prospect of resisting Western encroachment and colonialism. The
belief in invulnerability, steeped in centuries-old traditions,
gained newfound significance in the face of the formidable weaponry
wielded by Western powers. Armed with rifles and swords, the Boxers
boasted of their immunity to cannon fire, bullets, and bladed
assaults, while also professing a conviction that celestial forces
would descend to aid them in freeing China from foreign
domination.


 





Yuxian, a Manchu
official serving as prefect of Caozhou and later ascending to the
position of provincial governor, forged ties with the Big Swords
Society in 1895. Initially focused on combating banditry, this
alliance took a radical turn with Yuxian's ambivalent stance
towards
their unorthodox practices. Meanwhile, the German Society of the
Divine Word had established a foothold in the region, attracting
converts seeking sanctuary under its legal umbrella. However, as
societal boundaries blurred, tensions escalated. Instances of
bandits
masquerading as Catholics to evade prosecution blurred the lines
between the faithful and the lawless, leading to retaliatory
attacks
on Catholic households by the Big Swords Society. In response,
Yuxian, under pressure from the capital, executed several Big Sword
leaders but refrained from further punitive measures. This leniency
only served to galvanize the emergence of other martial secret
societies, fueling the flames of unrest and setting the stage for
the
tumultuous events to come.


 





Initially, disparate
local activities rather than a cohesive movement characterized the
nascent stages of the Boxer phenomenon. Among these, the Baguadao
(Eight Trigrams), a martial folk religious society, laid the
groundwork for what would evolve into the Boxer movement. In
Shandong, groups like the Red Boxing school and the Plum Flower
Boxers espoused traditional values centered around filial piety,
prioritizing these over concerns about foreign influence. One
notable
figure, Zhu Hongdeng, known as Red Lantern Zhu, traversed the land
as
a healer specializing in treating skin ulcers, gaining renown for
his
refusal to accept payment for his services. Leveraging his
surname's
association with the Ming royal family, Zhu claimed lineage from
Ming
dynasty emperors and proclaimed his mission to "revitalize the
Qing and expel the foreigners."


 





Within this milieu,
the perceived adversary took the form of foreign powers, with
Christian missionaries singled out as the primary antagonists, and
Chinese converts to Christianity deemed complicit as well. Those
who
refused to renounce their faith faced expulsion or even death at
the
hands of the Boxers.


 





The movement's
momentum was further fueled by a confluence of factors, including
inclement weather, Western ambitions of colonization, and a
burgeoning anti-imperialist sentiment. In Shandong province, a
devastating drought followed by floods in 1897–1898 compelled
farmers to abandon their lands and seek refuge in urban centers in
search of sustenance. Observers noted the potential for rainfall to
quell tensions, highlighting the profound impact of environmental
factors on the region's stability and the interplay between natural
calamities and social unrest.


 





Missionary work was
a major source of chaos in northern China during this time. After
the
Second Opium War ended, the Treaty of Tientsin (Tianjin) and the
Convention of Peking were signed in 1860. These agreements granted
Western missionaries extensive rights, including the freedom to
preach anywhere in China and to buy land for building churches. In
November 1897, a group of armed men, possibly linked to the Big
Swords Society, stormed the home of a German missionary from the
Society of the Divine Word. Two priests were killed in this
assault,
which became known as the Juye Incident. When Kaiser Wilhelm II
learned about the priest murders, he ordered the German East Asia
Squadron to capture Jiaozhou Bay on the southern shore of the
Shandong peninsula. Wilhelm II declared his intention to seize
territory in China in December 1897, sparking a frenzied "scramble
for concessions" as Britain, France, Russia, and Japan carved
out their own spheres of influence.  



 





In Shandong
province, Germany gained exclusive authority over development
loans,
mining, and railway ownership. Russia secured control of everything
north of the Great Wall, along with previous tax exemptions for
trade
in Mongolia and Xinjiang, and economic powers comparable to
Germany's
in the provinces of Fengtian, Jilin, and Heilongjiang. France took
control of Yunnan, Guangxi, and Guangdong provinces, while Japan
dominated Fujian province. Britain claimed the Yangtze River
Valley,
parts of Guangdong and Guangxi, and sections of Tibet. China
rejected
only Italy's bid for Zhejiang province. This excludes leased
territories where foreign governments had complete jurisdiction.
Russia militarily annexed its zone, enforced Russian laws and
schools, exploited mining and logging rights, resettled
inhabitants,
and even established municipal governments in numerous cities.


 





In October 1898, a
faction of Boxers launched an assault on the Christian community
residing in Liyuantun village, incensed by the transformation of a
temple venerating the Jade Emperor into a Catholic church. Disputes
over the ownership of this religious site had simmered since 1869,
when it was donated to the village's Christian populace. It was
during this confrontation that the Boxers coined the rallying cry
"Support the Qing, destroy the foreigners," a phrase that
would later become emblematic of their cause. 



 





The following year,
during the Battle of Senluo Temple in October 1899, a clash ensued
between the Boxers and Qing government forces, leading the
insurgents
to adopt the name "Militia United in Righteousness."
Seeking to distinguish themselves from outlawed martial sects, they
eschewed the term "Boxers" in favor of "Militia,"
imbuing their movement with a veneer of legitimacy as defenders of
traditional orthodoxy.


 





The series of
attacks targeting missionaries and Christians, predominantly of
European descent, elicited widespread condemnation from foreign
governments. In 1899, the French minister in Beijing aided
missionaries in securing an edict that conferred official
recognition
upon every echelon of the Roman Catholic hierarchy, granting local
priests autonomy in legal and familial matters.


 





The tumultuous
Hundred Days' Reform, spearheaded by progressive Chinese officials
who garnered support from Protestant missionaries, coincided with
the
nascent stages of the Boxer uprising. However, conservative
elements
within the Qing court, aggrieved by the reformist agenda, spurred
Empress Dowager Cixi to intervene, thereby quashing the reform
initiatives and consolidating her authority. The failure of the
reform movement disillusioned many educated Chinese, further
weakening the Qing regime.


 





Despite the eventual
gratitude of the Chinese populace towards the intervention of
foreign
forces, the Qing administration of the time was marked by rampant
corruption, with ordinary citizens routinely subjected to extortion
by government officials. Moreover, the government's failure to curb
the violence perpetrated by the Boxers left the populace vulnerable
and exacerbated the sense of unrest and discontent among the
people.

Chapter 3: The War


 





In January 1900, a
significant shift occurred in the stance of Empress Dowager Cixi
towards the Boxers, influenced by the predominance of conservative
voices within the imperial court. This change of heart led to the
issuance of edicts defending the Boxer cause, eliciting widespread
condemnation on the international stage. As spring unfolded, the
Boxer movement surged northward from its origins in Shandong,
enveloping the countryside surrounding Beijing. 















