Book Review: History in Three Keys: The Boxers as an Event, Experience, and Myth by Paul A. Cohen

This book review will be focused on History in Three Keys: The Boxers as an Event, Experience, and Myth by Paul A Cohen. Due to it being a full book, I will focus on the final segment: exploring how the 1900’s Boxers have become mythicised to inspire patriotism in the 20th century. Primarily Cohen’s argument focuses on how the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), have used the Boxers as a representation of their contemporary politics, in particularly during the May the 4th Movement and the Cultural Revolution. 
Firstly, Cohen as a writer must be closely analysed. Cohen specialises in Chinese historiography, with his other works including among others History and Popular Memory: The Power of Story in Monuments of Crisis and China Unbound: Evolving Perspectives on the Chinese Past. Although this gives him much experience researching and writing, History in Three Keys might be his most significant work as it focuses on a specific event in Chinese history and thusly involves a deeper analysis rather than his usual holistic approach to Chinese history. Additionally, another key aspect to mention is Cohen’s occupation as Professor of Asian Studies and History and his involvement in the Fairbank Centre for Chinese Studies at Harvard University.[footnoteRef:1] This shows his wider access to research and that he is adept in his field of study to achieve these titles. Overall, all this shows he, albeit used to having an incredibly holistic approach, is a well-read and reliable historian. [1:  James Evans, "Paul A. Cohen 柯文 | Fairbank Centre For Chinese Studies", Fairbank.Fas.Harvard.Edu, 2020 <https://fairbank.fas.harvard.edu/profiles/paul-cohen/> [Accessed 2 April 2020].] 

The main argument put forward by Cohen is that the Boxers were used by the CCP as sources of energy to encourage violence in the 1920’s and 1960’s. Cohen explores Chinese attitudes towards the past through declaring that “to live on as a myth, an event or person must embody characteristics or themes that seem pertinent to the concerns of the government or people in later times”.[footnoteRef:2] The main concerns of the CCP during the mid-20th Century were the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution which encouraged the destruction of foreign influence and advocated peasant lifestyles, which as Cohen notes is perfectly reflected in the Boxers. Primarily this shows that the CCP’s emphasis is less on the event and more on how it can be transformed and modified for their own purposes. Cohen argues that mythicization originally started in the “nationalism-charged decade” of the 1920’s, whereby the Communists saw them as heroic anti-imperialist patriots desperately fighting to eliminate foreign influence.[footnoteRef:3] Cohen states that the “Boxers and Red Lanterns were both used as positive models to be emulated and as symbolic ammunition in attacks against domestic and foreign enemies” and uses the May 30th Movement as a supporting example. This included students proclaiming themselves as successors of the Boxers, with their “romanticised courageous resistance to unjust foreign oppression”. [footnoteRef:4] In summary his argument is coherently showing that the Boxers have lived on as a myth to encourage nationalistic violence in 1920’s and 1960’s China as the Boxers embodied the destructive peasant goal. [2:  Paul A Cohen, History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, Experience, and Myth (Columbia UP, 1997).]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid.] 


In reference to other scholarly work, History in 3 Keys compliments well with Jonathon Spence’s book as Spence briefly discusses the 1960’s interviews conducted with Boxers while Cohen analyses them further to explore the use of memory.[footnoteRef:5] Cohen argues that the interviewees memory is affected by the Communist Propaganda as “however honest we try to be in our recollections, we cannot help falsifying them in terms of later knowledge”, implying the unreliability of interview sources due to the CCP’s control.[footnoteRef:6] Additionally, Cohen argues many other sources are also unreliable due to governmental control and that with the Boxer Rebellion not being within living memory now in the 21st century, it is even easier to be manipulated as “memories fades and the historically reconstructed past becomes hopelessly confused in our minds.”.[footnoteRef:7] To support this idea, Cohen uses events such as the May 4th and Cultural Revolution whereby “when the mythicization of Boxer experience reached new heights, no Chinese historian was so fool hardy as to challenge the press publicly”.[footnoteRef:8] Overall, History in Three Keys fits well within other scholarly debates and Cohen argues effectively on the unreliability of Chinese sources. [5:  Janet Y Chen, Michael Lestz and Jonathan D Spence, The Search for Modern China: A Documentary Collection (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999).]  [6:  Paul A Cohen, History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, Experience, and Myth.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Ibid.] 

Cohen also develops other scholarly arguments on female history during the Boxer Rebellion. Primarily he notes that modern feminist theories have presented the Red Lanterns as a women’s liberation group when in reality there is little evidence Cohen is one of only two historians, the other being Hershatter, that fully explore the links between the female Boxer group the Red Lanterns and the Cultural Revolution’s student army the Red Guards.[footnoteRef:9] Not only does he discuss the obvious links between the two groups, such as age and gender, Cohen comments that the CCP took inspiration from the Red Lanterns and mythicised them as patriotic heroes to encourage further violence. One key quote is that “themes from the past are identified, simplified, magnified and then highlighted to the point they become sources of energy”.[footnoteRef:10] This therefore means that the Red Lanterns were simplified as strong “female Boxers” to encourage both genders in acting violently in the Cultural Revolution. For example, it’s not clear that the Red Lanterns saw themselves as truly rebelling against the Confucian social conventions which restricted Chinese women but it they are to work effectively as myths and encourage the destruction of the “4 Olds”, it must be made to be believable. In summary, through adding to historiography on the Red Lanterns Cohen further shows that the CCP were twisting the memory of the Boxer Rebellion for their own ideological goals of destruction. [9:  Gail Hershatter, Women and China's Revolutions (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2018).]  [10:  Paul A Cohen, History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, Experience, and Myth.] 




The only problem with History in Three Keys is although what is included is well detailed, there is a wider scope of how much more Cohen could have included. Within Cohen’s segment on mythicization he focuses on the how the CCP have mythicised the Boxers as inspirational patriots during the 1920’s and 1960’s with limited talk on their portrayal of them after Chairman Mao’s death and into the 21st Century. After Chairman Mao’s death in 1977 and the creation of the World Wide Web increased globalisation, China changed a great deal both politically and socially as it opened to the world. Overall, this shows that post Maoist China is an important aspect mostly missed by Cohen.
In conclusion, History in Three Keys is a reliable and beneficial academic aid. The positives are that apart from pinpointing the key moments in time, Cohen also notices the motivations behind them and the political aims of CCP. Furthermore, he successfully builds on other scholarly works to effectively argue how the Boxers were mythicised to inspire more destruction with the Cultural Revolution and the Red Lanterns.
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