
MARK ELVIN

MANDARINS AND MILLENARIANS:

REFLECTIONS ON THE

BOXER UPRISING OF 1866-1600

A lecture delivered at the School of Oriental and African Studies

on 6 June 1979 in memory of Professor Maurice Freedman*

I wAS delighted when Dr Watson asked me to give the first lecture in the

new series planned by the Contemporary China Institute. Delighted and

surprised. I am, after all, a historian, not a specialist on current affairs.

This afternoon's subject, the Boxers, only just falls within the confines of

the present century; but it has been chosen in the hope that it may prove

of interest not only to historians of politics but also to those whose

concern is with the contemporary scene. 'Le vrai historien', said Febvre, a

deux patries: le passé et le présent.'

The executive committee of the Institute has decided to ded
icate this

lecture to the memory of the late Professor Maurice Freedm
an. This is an

act of homage to one of the greatest authorities on Chinese society and a

* The text of this lecture was first published in JASO, Vol. X, no. 3 (1979), pp. 115-38.

Since then, much new material on the Boxers has appeared. The text has nevertheless been

left unaltered (apart from minor changes and corrections), 
both because it constitutes a

historical record of a tribute to Maurice Freedman, and because time is n
ot available to me

at present for a serious new attack on the problem of the genesis of the Boxer movement.

Among the new collections of material now availab
le are Shan-tung I-ho-t'uan An-chüan

(1980); Ch'ou-pi Ou-ts'un (1983); Shan-tung I-ho-t'uan Tiao-ch'a (1980). My former student Mr

K. Wei, of the University of Cambridge, has made
 a number of studies of the Boxer

uprising in specific localities. Although our in
terpretations differ on. some points, I have

found his work extremely stimulating and would
 like to acknowledge it here. The

comments made by Professor G.W. Skinner on an earlier version of the argument,

presented in a paper at the Australian National University in 1978, have also 
proved most

fruitful.
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gesture that touches me very deeply, since Maurice was both a colleague

and a friend of mine during his tenure of the professorship of social

anthropology at the University of Oxford. It is also an honour that, to

speak honestly, causes me some apprehension, since I know very well how

far what you are about to hear will fall short of the exacting standards that

he set.

One of Maurice's most striking gifts, and one much in evidence at his

seminars at All Souls, was his ability to reconsider familiar data and draw

out of them new conclusions that seemed obvious enough once reached

but which had somehow escaped the rest of us. It is in such a spirit of

reconsideration that I would like to approach the Boxers, a hackneyed

subject if ever there was one. In particular, I want to try to answer two

simple but subversive questions, namely, why did they appear where they

did and only there; and why were they able to grow and expand in a way

not achieved by any other anti-Christian movement in China? In answering

them, I hope to show that the rather general explanations for the Boxers

given by most historians have to be supplemented by precise and

particular considerations and, to some extent at least, replaced by them.

The Boxers of 1899 and 1900 had tenuous historical links with earlier

movements bearing similar names as far back as the later eighteenth

century.1 The significance of these antecedents seems slight enough,

however, to justify our concentrating entirely on the later 1890s for the

purposes of the present discussion.

The Boxer movement of this period resulted from the convergence of

two earlier and separate paramilitary forces. These were located in the two

areas shown on the map as the 'Proto-Boxer Heartland' and the 'Great

Sword Society, 1895-97'. These forces expanded, from different direc-

tions, into a region suffering from an unusual degree of economic

dislocation, demoralization and, possibly, latent popular hysteria. This

third region is approximately that shown in the map as the scene of Boxer

activities from August 1899 up to and including February 1900.

The first of these two forces was composed of unofficial self-defence

1. One problem lies in tracing the connections between the earlier movements using the
words i義 and ho 和 in their titles and the later i-bo-chian 義和拳 or i-bo-tuan 義和團,

which is to say, the Boxers. For three contemporary views on this, see A, I: 237 (Sawara

Tokusake); III: 373 (Wu Yung); and IV: 433 (Lao Nai-hsuan). Later analyses are to be found

in Sheeks 1947; Tan 1955:45; Tai 1963: 11; Purcell 1963: ch. 7; Dunstheimer 1959. On the

meanings of i and ho, see Chen 1960: 296. There is a reference to a Boxer leader in the

middle of the nineteenth century in Chiang 1954: 45-7. A, IV: 437 also has a reference to

the same man, Wang San-lo.
Another problem is defining the relationship of the Boxers and the Great Sword Society

to the other secret societies, sects, associations and militia forces with which they were

sometimes said to be connected, such as the Golden Bells, Iron Shirts and Shadowless

Whips. See, for example, C, III: 183; Kuepers 1977: 117–19. Yuan Shih-k'ai regarded the

Boxers as part of the Li Trigram sect, and from the same source as the White Lotus (B,

I: 93). I have not yet attempted to unravel either of these problems.
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militia who were active in the lands that straddle the border between the
provinces of Shantung and Chihli, and west of the city of Lin-ch'ing on
the bend of the Grand Canal.2 The area may be thought of as a triangle
bounded by Kuang-p'ing, Nan-kung and Kuan-hsien (I-ho-t'uan 1951
(hereafter ‘A’): I: 9). Thirty years previously it had been the scene of an
uprising by leaders of the Eight Trigram Sect, who had been loosely allied
with the Nien rebels. The sectaries were notable for their magical warfare
whereby scattered beans were said to become soldiers and stools to turn

into horses, for a female military leader, for ‘troops and generals from
Heaven', and for the assertion of a new imperial authority from a palace
set up in a village (Kuan-hsien 1934: III: 1565-8). All but the last of these

characteristics have obvious affinities with the later movement. As of 1898

these proto-Boxers (if I may so call them) regarded themselves as 'newly
established', although they probably went back in some form at least to
the middle of the nineteenth century (I-ho-t'uan Tang-an Shih-liao 1959
(hereafter 'B'): I: 14-15). Bodies that the Shanghai newspaper the North-
China Herald called 'village leagues' were not uncommon in western

Shantung in the early 189os for defence against robbers (NCH 2 Sept.
1892:340).

They were not, therefore, anti-Christian from the beginning. They
became so because of conflicts with mission converts. The best known of

these quarrels occurred at Li-yuan-t'un in an isolated enclave of Kuan-

hsien that was in fact inside Chihli province (Kuan-hsien 1934: I: 103;

III: 1574), where the Roman Catholics acquired and then pulled down a

temple sacred to the Jade Emperor some time around 1887. In 1897 the

village counter-attacked, led or assisted by a group called the Plum
Blossom Fists. A second attack, launched in the spring of 1898, was big
enough to be described by the North-China Herald as 'open rebellion'. It

troops of Governor Chang Ju-mei.3was suppressed by the

Popular hatred of the converts was sharpened in 1898 by the influx of
anti-Christian broadsheets from Ts'ang-chou, further north up the Grand

Canal. The proto-Boxers encountered this propaganda at the markets

where they gave displays of their martial arts (B, I: 15). Mendacious

anti-foreign propaganda had, of course, a general circulation in the

province. An example is the set of coloured prints pasted up in inns etc.

showing the war of 1894 not as a national humiliation but as a Chinese

victory not just over Japan but over all the other powers as well (NCH

4 Oct. 1895: 567; Kuepers 1977:98). Several Shantung officials wrote

2. NCH 23 May 1900: 966. Cf. Dai 1963: 10. One source in C, III: 184 puts the origin of

Boxers in T'ang-i county, just north-east of Kuan-hsien.

3. Kuan-hsien 1934: III: 1574–6; Dai 1963: 24-5; NCH 14 May 1897: 863; 8 Oct.: 654; 24

Dec.: 1129; 14 May 1898:410; 21 May: 464; 4 April: 570. Cf. A, IV: 438.
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denunciations of the foreigners, including Governor Li Ping-heng and the

magistrate of Hsia-chin county, which lies just east of Lin-ch'ing.4

Finally, some time early in 1899, the proto-Boxer movement advanced

east and north out of its heartland, in the directions of
 En-hsien and

Pao-ting respectively (NCH 4 Dec. 1899: 1121).

The second force was the Great Sword Society. More precisely, it was

that part of it that was active between Ts'ao-chou, Hsu-chou and

Chi-ning.5 This area lies to the south of the proto-Boxer heartland and is

separated from it by the Yellow River. The Society first appeared as a

form of partly practical, partly magical self-defence agains
t brigands,

whose depredations had reached a climax in the precedi
ng years. In 1896

and 1897 it led uprisings here that were ostensibly anti-Christian, although

their motive may in part have been resistance to the in
creased tax on

opium, which was grown widely in the region.6 Their op
position to

Christians was intermittent, and punctuated by periods of friendship. They

made opportunistic use of popular dislike of the Chri
stian refusal to

participate in the customary social rituals. They took advant
age of the

hostility among landlords aroused by the Church's protectio
n of tenants

who were converts. They capitalized on the help sometimes inad
vertently

given by missionaries to criminals, and on the claims m
ade by some

bandits and sectaries in south-western Shantung to be Chris
tians, in order

to benefit from the Church's prestige. But they also plundered
 non-

Christians, and flirted with the idea of rebellion. Anti-Christianity was not

their only, or even essential, reason for existence.7 It may also be

significance that the Great Sword Society rebels were organized in t'uan

or 'militia-bands', each of a thousand men.8 Claims of invulnerabi
lity

weapons and the sponsoring of theatrical performances to attract new

members were part of their stock-in-trade (Shan-tung Chin-tai-shih Tzu-liao

1957 (hereafter 'C'): III: 183).

of

團

to

In the next year, 1898, anti-Christian boxing societies began to be

formed in this southern area (B, I: 39). Most observers identified them

4. NCH7 March 1898: 364; 14 March: 409; 20 Feb. 1899: 289.

5. There was a non-active part in eastern Honan province (C, III: 183). The best

description of the Great Swords is in Kuepers 1977: 106-32.

6. Opium began to be grown in large quantities in Ts'ao-chou around 1890. The

withdrawal of land from ordinary crops drove up the prices of foodstuffs and forced

numerous poor people into robbery (Kuepers 1977: 106-7).

7. Ibid.: 40-2, 44-5, 50-2, 54-7, 74, 81, 83-6, 94, 113-14, 117, 120, 124, 128-9, 132, 171,

175.

8. B, 1: 1-5, 9, 13, 38–9; NCH 24 July 1896: 142, 145; 31 July; 31 Oct.: 748; 30

Nov.: 831; 7 May 1897: 816.












































