History Dissertation Proposal
The topic I have chosen to write my dissertation on is whether the Boxers during the Chinese 1901 Boxer Rebellion were, as Jonathan Watts put it, “violent xenophobes or magnificent patriots”?.[footnoteRef:1] This will also include an investigation into how have the Boxers been portrayed in Chinese culture throughout time and how these portrayals have changed to reflect different social and political contexts. [1:  Jonathan Watts, "China Cracks Down on Critical Publication", The Guardian, 2006 <https://www.theguardian.com/media/2006/jan/26/chinathemedia.pressandpublishing> [Accessed 4 July 2019].] 

To make this question specific enough to form a focused argument, I believe it can be expanded with choosing to study chronologically certain key moments in time, such as the portrayals during the rebellion, the later 1960 Maoist era viewpoint and then 21st century modern portrayals. Additionally, I could compare China’s and Western countries’ portrayals, if they also changed over time and the hidden contexts behind that.

Chapter 1- Early 20th century view of the BoxersFigure 1

In my first chapter exploring the portrayal of the Boxers during the early 20th century, invaluable contributions will not only include Boxers self-propaganda posters but also posters from the foreign powers attempting to control China. Primarily, I will combine exploring the Boxer’s own propaganda imagery and my knowledge of Chinese pronunciations’ double meaning to aid me in seeing how they depicted the foreigners as brutal and animalistic and the Boxers themselves as heroes. Most of these images will be gathered from an 1891 text, translated as “The Cause of the Riots in the Yangtse Valley: A Complete Picture Gallery,” which includes 32 images that were “used by the local agitators to stir up anti-Christian movements”.[footnoteRef:2] Figure 1 is one example of the animalistic imagery and text from this collection that I will examine.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Peter Perdue, "The Cause Of The Riots In The Yangtse Valley: A Complete Picture Gallery", Visualizingcultures.Mit.Edu, 2014 <https://visualizingcultures.mit.edu/cause_of_the_riots/cr_intro.html> [Accessed 17 June 2019].]  [3:  Griffith John, The Cause of the Riots in the Yangtse Valley (Hankow, 1891).] 

Further primary sources I will include are the letters and diaries from Empress Dowager Cixi found in Jung Chang’s “The Concubine Who Launched Modern China”.[footnoteRef:4] During what modern historians now call “China’s century of humiliation”[footnoteRef:5], Cixi decreed “the powers are glaring at us, like tigers eying their prey, trying to barge into our country…”, which shows that to the government at the time, the Boxers were an nationalistic society that protected the Chinese culture from being destroyed by foreign powers.[footnoteRef:6] Additionally, during this rebellion the Boxers were officially allowed to become the government’s army and 100,000 of them defended the roads into Beijing, showing just how much the government valued them as magnificent patriots.[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Jung Chang, Empress Dowager Cixi: The Concubine Who Launched Modern China (London: Random House, 2013).]  [5:  William A. Callahan, "National Insecurities: Humiliation, Salvation, And Chinese Nationalism", Alternatives: Global, Local, Political, 29.2 (2004), 199-218.]  [6:  Jung Chang, Empress Dowager Cixi: The Concubine Who Launched Modern China (London: Random House, 2013).]  [7: Ibid] 

As well as exploring China’s portrayal, I will also use this chapter to compare it to how the Western world viewed the Boxers as violent xenophobes. Britain wanted to portray the Boxers as a hinderance to their colonialist Empire plans, therefore propaganda posters from political magazines showed China as weak and almost needing of controlling, as shown in figure 2, published in Puck magazine just one day after foreign troops entered Beijing.[footnoteRef:8] One issue to address in comparing these primary sources is that simply stating their differences in imagery does not form an analytical response to my question so I will need to investigate the social and political contexts behind why different countries have viewed them as they have, such as the rivalry between Russia and Britain. [8:  Udo Keppler, The Real Trouble Will Come with the "Wake" (Washington: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs, 1900). Within Ariane Knüsel, "Facing the Dragon: Teaching the Boxer Uprising Through Cartoons", The History Teacher, 50.2 (2017), 216.] 
Figure 2

Additional evidence for how the Boxers were portrayed in the early 1900’s will include diaries from foreign missionaries, such as F.W.S. O’Neill of the Irish Presbyterian Mission. The boxers believed they were bulletproof, which caused him to write in 1900 that “troops were led by a maiden on horseback. She was shot in the head and died of course”.[footnoteRef:9] The use of “of course” in this shows the foreign aim to represent the Boxers as a superstitious and impractical group, that foreign influences will easily crush and introduce civilisation with the colonialism. Within this chapter there is a religious argument to tackle as historian Mary Douglas comments that “naturally they hoped that healing rituals averted death as primitive magic gives meaning to existence”.[footnoteRef:10] To add to this contrast between the sources I will wish to add that the Christian missionaries would not have disagreed with Douglas, if “healing rituals” were replaced with “prayers to avert death”. This gives the idea that the missionaries were similar to Chinese society but the government’s desire for colonialism influenced their diaries. [9:  Paul A Cohen, History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, Experience, And Myth (Columbia UP, 1997), p. 120.]  [10:  Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of The Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (New York: Routledge, 1991).] 

Furthering this chapter, another way of exploring the 1900’s portrayals of the Boxers is from reading Victorian novels written just after the rebellion. Adventure novels such as Captain’s Charles Gilson’s “The Lost Column: The Story of the Boxer Rebellion” states the Boxers had become “frenzied shrieking fanatics” and that “this madness spreads and holds people like the plague”.[footnoteRef:11] I will hope to explore the reason behind why this vivid imagery was created and will most likely conclude it was used to reference the ongoing social debates in Victorian Britain, such as highlighting the social class divide, discouraging any working-class rights discussion and warning off any rebel action.  [11:  Charles Gilson, The Lost Column: A Story of The Boxer Rebellion in China (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1909).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk20834876]This novel will lead my dissertation into looking into the larger historiographical debate about fictional novels including mention of Ross Forman’s study into “Peking plots: Fictionalising the Boxer Rebellion of 1900”. Forman argues that, “late Victorian terminology of the mobs, the unruly and the animalistic appeared in narratives about the urban working class in Britain and also to describe the Chinese”.[footnoteRef:12] I hope to build on this and link back to Captain Gilson’s novel and compare the similarities between how multiple Victorian authors viewed the Boxers as violent xenophobes. I believe this will further strengthen my conclusion that the analogies between the Chinese peasant and the British working class makes it clear what the novels are truly about: maintaining the boundaries of the class system during the Empire and stopping any future rebellions.  [12:  Ross Forman, "Peking Plots: Fictionalising the Boxer Rebellion of 1900", Victorian Literature and Culture, 27.1 (1999).] 

Chapter 2- How they were portrayed during the mid-20th century.
My next chapter will explore how the Boxers have been portrayed after the rebellion, primarily in the 1960’s, focusing on the Chinese Cultural Revolution and American action movies.
One historian, Robert Bickers, states that the “Cultural revolution in 1960s resurrected the stereotype of the Boxers as uncivilised xenophobes and pinned it onto the Red Guards”[footnoteRef:13], so I will try and prove this and highlight the similarity between the female Boxer group the Red Lanterns and Chairman Mao’s Red Guards, during the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1977. Both groups were young girls, and encouraged destructiveness, so I shall use this to see if the female Boxers were an inspiration for future violence and connect this to existing debates on how the role of the Red Lanterns have been edited over time. Multiple debates state they were created to encourage feminism and challenge Confucian restrictive social ideas, however Paul A. Cohen in his book “History in Three Keys: The Boxers as an Event, Experience and a Myth” strongly contrasts that feminism had a huge role in this as the Red Lanterns were young girls. He states that women were only useful if they were young, as “Women, especially if they were older and menstruating, were believed to undermine Boxer invulnerability”[footnoteRef:14]. In my research I have discovered further diaries from foreign soldiers that highlights the reality of the Rebellion. One “saw the shoulder of a corpse drifting past … it was believed that many of the corpses of women were of those who had committed suicide”[footnoteRef:15], therefore they were not encouraging feminism but instead that most women were unnecessary. I will look at this evidence to see what people saw the Red Lanterns as; a feminist group challenging Confucius, or a violent, yet patriotic group who attempted to protect Chinese customs against foreign powers, and which of these inspired Chairman Mao during the Revolution. [13:  Robert A Bickers and R. G Tiedemann, The Boxers, China, and the World (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007).]  [14:  Paul A Cohen, History in Three Keys: The Boxers as Event, Experience, and Myth (Columbia UP, 1997).]  [15:  Gail Hershatter, Women and China's Revolutions (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2018), p.54.] 

More evidence of the Boxers inspiring this Cultural Revolution is from Mao’s wife Jiang Qing who created only 8 model plays allowed to be performed with the tight governmental censorship. One of these was called “The Legend of The Red Lantern” with people using guerrilla warfare to beat the Japanese, as a result I will explore the motivation behind this action and if it viewed the Boxers as patriotic or just xenophobic.
Crucial evidence that exists from 1960 era China are the interviews with the Boxers conducted by Jonathan Spence in his book “The Search for Modern China”.[footnoteRef:16] This primary source will be a great aid in seeing if their motivations have changed from the Rebellion, especially under Mao’s rule. Overall, the main problem that I plan to address in this chapter is this magical element behind many of these sources, such as their magical recollections that “when bullets were shot at them, they waved their fans and the bullets were caught in their basket” [footnoteRef:17]. Naturally this makes them unreliable, however, as my focus is on how they have been portrayed and why their portrayal is a certain way, multiple sources will be deemed subjective as their aims are either that they want to gain support for the Boxers or politically chastising them. Primarily I hope to solve this by exploring more of why the interviewees still say that, rather than what they have explicitly said. [16:  Janet Y Chen, Michael Lestz and Jonathan D Spence, The Search for Modern China: A Documentary Collection (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999).]  [17:  Ibid, p. 186.] 



Chapter 2 will also see how foreign countries viewed the Boxers during the mid-1900’s. Most of these sources will be American action movies, as the popular new media at the time. For example, the 1963 film “55 days at Peking”. This film is of limited value however as it largely focuses on the conflicts between the Chinese and the Japanese, an issue during the 1960’s, rather than portraying the Boxers, and it is incredibly inaccurate but entertaining dramatic action film.[footnoteRef:18] One useful film is the 1929 American film “The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu” series whereby a doctor seeks revenge on the foreigners that killed his family[footnoteRef:19]. It is based on the 1913 short story therefore I may need to rearrange this into the chapter discussing sources from the early 1900’s. [18: Nicholas Ray, 55 Days at Peking (America: Allied Artists, 1963).]  [19:  Rowland Lee, The Mysterious Dr. Fu Manchu (America: Paramount Pictures, 1929).] 


Chapter 3- How they were portrayed during the 21st century
[bookmark: _Hlk16773559]My final chapter will look at how the Boxers were portrayed during the 21st century and show how relevant this discussion is today. This will include analysis of the now banned TV show “Toward the Republic”[footnoteRef:20], which one reviewer Muller stated portrayed the Boxers as “superstitious country bumpkins who were no match for the Allied troops”.[footnoteRef:21] Despite this, it was not the portrayal of the Boxers that caused its censorship; it was for showing political leaders, such as Cixi as genuine patriots[footnoteRef:22], hence, I will examine why the portrayal of them as “country bumpkins” were allowed.  [20:  Zhang Li, Towards the Republic (China: CCTV, 2003).]  [21:  Gotelind Muller, Representing History in Chinese Media: The TV Drama "Zou Xiang Gonghe" (Germany: Lit Verlag, 2019). And Klein Thoralf, "The Boxer War - The Boxer Uprising", Online Encyclopedia Of Mass Violence, 2008 <https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-resistance/en/document/boxer-war-boxer-uprising> [Accessed 19 September 2019].]  [22:  Klein Thoralf, "The Boxer War - The Boxer Uprising", Online Encyclopedia Of Mass Violence, 2008 <https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-resistance/en/document/boxer-war-boxer-uprising> [Accessed 19 September 2019].] 

Newspapers are the key primary source when answering this chapter as I will look at events that are almost too modern to have lengthy scholarly arguments already published. I will try and fill in this gap in the research by collating these sources. One example relevant to Chapter 3 are the 4 pages of photos by Beijing Youth Daily’s of foreign troops beheading Boxers alongside articles stating we are "never to forget the insults we, the Chinese nation, went through".[footnoteRef:23] Many of these grisliest images published by the Beijing Youth Daily were drawn from a private British collection presented to China in 1996, therefore possibly they have only just been given the information to make a judgement call of their own. However, I will compare these newspaper articles mourning the Chinese deaths caused by the foreigners to China’s popular magazine BingDian. After challenging the Chinese textbooks nationalistic interpretations of the Boxers and suggesting that the Chinese also murdered, they were shut down in 2006 and never restarted, showing the government is still influencing the public’s views of the Boxers today.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  David Rennie, "China Honours The Boxers With Grisly Pictures", The Telegraph, 2001 <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/1339945/China-honours-the-Boxers-with-grisly-pictures.html> [Accessed 4 August 2019].]  [24:  Klein Thoralf, "The Boxer War - The Boxer Uprising", Online Encyclopedia Of Mass Violence, 2008 <https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-resistance/en/document/boxer-war-boxer-uprising> [Accessed 19 September 2019].] 

Regarding Western views, the only sources to explore modern views are more news articles about international relations. Primarily I will look at the religious debates with the Vatican, who in 2000, attempting to canonise the Chinese converts that died during the rebellion, although China viewed those Christian “martyrs” as “traitors executed for breaking the law”.[footnoteRef:25] Overall this final chapter will attempt to put the research question into a modern perspective and see how valuable the way in which we view the Boxers now is in understanding international relations.  [25:  David Rennie, "Pope Angers China with Canonisations", The Telegraph, 2000 <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/1368589/Pope-angers-China-with-canonisations.html> [Accessed 14 August 2019].] 


Conclusion:
Finally, I will end my dissertation attempting to find an answer to if the Boxers were violent xenophobes or magnificent patriots and who, and where viewed them as that.
I believe that to China they were heroes all the way throughout time, trying to fight off foreign influence and keep their culture, traditions and dynasties going for as long as they could. The only difference is that in the 1960’s this image of them as heroes was twinned with violence and helped inspire yet more destruction and damaged trade laws during the Cultural Revolution.
Overall, I think my evidence will point to the theory that other countries portrayed them negatively, either as a silly superstitious society that needed to be taught how to run a country, or as a violent thuggish group that needed stopping. Either way, foreign powers wanted control during the 1900’s, affecting their public presentation of the Boxers, and even after the event, this mythology of them as violent xenophobes carried on. So, in conclusion, as Stuart Mitchell said: “Possibly, the Boxer Rebellion weakened the Qing dynasty beyond any hope of revival; but certainly, it helped to define Sino-European relations for half a century afterwards”.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Stuart Mitchell, "The Boxer Rebellion: The West and The Rebels", Openlearn, 2008 <https://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-arts/history/world-history/the-boxer-rebellion-the-west-and-the-rebels> [Accessed 9 July 2019].] 
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