
 than a decade after the Boxer intervention, four of the world leaders involved in the
events of 1900 passed away. Queen Victoria, Li Hongzhang, President McKinley
(assassinated in September 1901), and the Empress Dowager Cixi had directed this
global clash from their positions at the top of their governments, often facing little
opposition. When they were gone, more turbulent popular forces arose challenging the
legitimacy of the negotiated settlements and setting the stage for more violent popular
uprisings.

Prince Chun, the 18-year-old brother of the Qing emperor, was appointed special
ambassador by the Qing court to Germany to offer the government's regrets for the
murder of Baron von Ketteler in 1900. He met Kaiser Wilhelm and toured Europe
afterwards, becoming the first member of the imperial clan to travel abroad. The
empress dowager was suspicious of him because of his ties to foreign powers, but his
son, Puyi, born in 1906, inherited the throne as the last emperor of the Qing in 1908.

 

 
“The Chinese Expiatory Mission to Germany: The Kaiser Receiving Prince Tchun in

the New Palace at Potsdam, September 4.”
Caption (left to right): “Count Wede. Ying-Chang (New Chinese Minister to Berlin.

Prince Tchun. General von Moltke. General von Ende.”
The Illustrated London News, September 14, 1901
Artist: Count von Looz, “Member of the Court”
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Death of Queen Victoria (January 22, 1901)

The death of Queen Victoria, in January 1901, marked the end of the reign of Britain’s
longest reigning monarch. The Queen had made few public appearances since the
death of her husband in 1861, but the celebration of her Golden Jubilee, in the 50th
year of her reign, and the Diamond Jubilee, in 1897, supported British confidence in
the unending supremacy of the empire and its monarchical tradition. At her death,
British forces were still at war in China and South Africa, and faced rivalries from many
other imperial powers.

Britain soon had to diverge from its foreign policy of “splendid isolation” from
continental politics and sought alliances with Japan in 1902, and France and Russia
shortly after. The end of the Victorian era seemed to mark a retreat from arrogance
and puritanical restraint, and new uncertainty about the future.

Death of Li Hongzhang (November 7, 1901)

Li Hongzhang’s death in the same year also marked a time of transition in China from
forward-looking reform to anxious defensiveness. Li had been one of the most dynamic
provincial officials since the 1860s, when he had organized an army to fight the
Taiping rebellion, and he had always collaborated fruitfully with foreigners. When he
rose to become Governor-General of Zhili, the province that included Beijing, he
worked to dampen anti-foreign sentiment, and he became the most powerful person
directing Qing foreign policy.

He had negotiated major treaties with the British, the French, and the Japanese, and
he vigorously promoted the strengthening of China’s military forces as well as
education of Chinese abroad. Foreigners praised him as their most reliable counterpart,
but he constantly faced opposition both within the court and from nationalists arguing
that he had sold out China’s interests for personal gain. His death initiated a period of
rising nationalist mobilization which soon turned against the Qing court itself, leading
to the downfall of the Qing dynasty in 1911.

Return of the Empress Dowager (January 1902)

The empress dowager and her court returned to Beijing in 1902. The remaining years
of her reign, until she died in 1908, showed a new openness to foreign eyes. She held
an unprecedented number of audiences with foreign ministers: nearly 200 of them
from 1902 to 1911. 

She expanded her contacts to include not only the male envoys, but their wives and
even their children. She had many photographs taken of herself with her court ladies
and with visiting Western women, to demonstrate that she and her court had become
a “modern” monarchy, just like that of Queen Victoria, her British counterpart. Yet
many visitors still regarded the Qing as the archetypical example of “Oriental
Despotism,” now completely accessible for visitors and tourists alike.
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“Triumphal Return of the Emperor and Empress Dowager to Peking. Spectacular
scene at the Chien-Men Gate when they entered the temples to offer thanks—the wall

crowded with foreigners”
Leslie’s Weekly, January 23, 1902
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End of the Boer & Filipino Wars (1900–1902) 

The Boer War in South Africa (1899–1902) featured prominently in illustrated
magazines alongside stories of the Boxer expedition. Both the Boers, descendants of
Dutch settler farmers called Boers by the British, and the Chinese peasantry appeared
as savages resisting benevolent British imperial rule. In its final stages, the Boer war
petered out into a sporadic guerrilla war by the Afrikaner farmers against increasingly
well-organized British forces. Officially, the U.S. war in the Philippines ended in 1902,
but guerrilla resistance continued in some regions for another decade. In both places,
the imperial powers enacted new repressive policies of counterrevolutionary warfare.
The British created a linked system of blockhouses to protect their supply lines,
garrisoned by large numbers of troops. At the same time, they stretched barbed wire
across the countryside to block Boer movements of humans and cattle. They enacted
a scorched earth policy to deprive all the inhabitants of the guerrilla region of means
of survival. They created internment camps, or “concentration camps,” to cut off
access of Afrikaner fighters to the civilian population. All these tactics mirrored those
used by the United States in its war against the Filipino resistance. Popular media
celebrating British and American victories often depicted the Boers as savage peasants
comparable to the Boxers and Filipinos. The three major resistance movements still
remained linked in the popular imagination.

Conclusion

The Boxer intervention marked a decisive turning point in the politics of imperialism
and in the relations between colonial and semi-colonial countries and the dominant
powers of the West and Japan. The image below shows that the eight nations had
achieved temporary unity in their alliance against China, but soon after their victory
over the Qing, they fell into rivalry with each other.
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“The Real Trouble Will Come with the ‘Wake’”
Puck, August 15, 1900

Artist: Joseph Ferdinand Keppler

[puck_1900_740_yale]

 

 

The growing tensions between Britain, France, Germany, and Russia over influence in
the Balkans, along with the decline of the Ottoman empire and further conflict in
Africa, generated the series of competitive alliances which would soon break out in
World War l. Soon the Western powers would turn the military technologies tested in
the colonial periphery against each other, and each nations’ popular media would
portray Western enemies with the same racial imagery of savagery that they had
applied to non-Western peoples. Japan continued to rise in strength in the first decade
of the 20th century, defeating Russia in 1905 in a shocking victory that demonstrated
its right to premier imperial status. China, despite a last ditch reform effort by the
Manchu regime, fell into further weakness, and the Qing empire finally collapsed after
the outbreak of a military revolt in October 1911. This first decade of the 20th century
initiated processes of war, racial mobilization, media popularization, and economic
advance that continue to shape our times.
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