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How did Chinese women engage and lead in the Boxer Rebellion? 
Read the documents below and answer the questions provided. These will help you analyze the documents 
so you can answer the question above. 
 
Document A: The Legend of Lin Hei’er 
Although the Boxer Rebellion occurred from 1898 to 1900, during the 1970s, the stories of the Red 
Lanterns became important in the Cultural Revolution in China. At that time, it was common to hear 
stories of the Red Lanterns and the roles they played in the Boxer Rebellion.  
 

The most famous of the Red Lanterns, and their leader in the Tianjin area, was a woman 
named Lin Hei’er, who, during the anti-Confucian campaign [of the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution], was fashioned into a potent symbol of both patriotism and women’s emancipation. 
Lin, we are told, was the daughter-in-law of a boatman who transported goods along the Grand 
Canal. During the spring of 1900, her father-in-law got into a scrape with a foreigner, and the 
local authorities, fearful of giving offense, arrested him and threw him into jail. When Lin Hei’er 
heard about this, she exploded with anger and henceforth bore a deep hatred for the foreigners 
and their Chinese flunkies. The Boxers by this point had spilled over from Shandong into Zhili, 
and Lin, after meeting with Boxer leader Zhang Decheng, was made head of the Red Lanterns of 
Tianjin… 

Apart from maintaining public order and apprehending spies, the Red Lanterns are 
alleged to have performed such tasks as gathering military intelligence, transmitting news, 
giving first aid to the wounded, hauling provisions, and boiling water and preparing meals. 
Also, when the situation demanded, they took up weapons and joined the fighting. In July, 
however, the Boxers suffered a severe setback in Tianjin and were forced to retreat, 
overwhelmed by the foreigners’ superior firepower and brutal tactics. In this conclusive 
battle…Lin hei’er was captured and later executed. The legacy of these heroic leaders, however, 
did not die. The mere mention of the Boxers struck terror into the hearts of the enemy, as did the 
sight of the Red Lanterns. 

 
Cohen, Paul A. “The Contested Past: The Boxers as History and Myth.” The Journal of Asian Studies 51, 

no. 1 (1992): 82–113. https://doi.org/10.2307/2058348.  
 

Guiding Questions 
1. Decades after the event, how did the Chinese remember women’s roles in the Boxer 

Rebellion? 
 
 

 
 

2. Why might the story of the Red Lanterns have become important so long after the Boxer 
Rebellion? 
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Document B: The Red Lanterns 
The following are excerpts from oral histories gathered through Shandong University in Jinan, China. The 
oral histories were recorded beginning in the 1960s. 
 

Girls who joined the Boxers were called ‘Shining Red Lanterns.’ They dressed all in red. 
In one hand they had a little red lantern and in the other a little red fan. They carried a basket in 
the crook of their arm. When bullets were shot at them they waved their fans and the bullets 
were caught in the basket. You couldn’t hit them!... In every village there were girls who studied 
the Shining Red Lantern. In my village there were eight or ten of them…There was a song then 
that went: 
 ‘Learn to be a Boxer, study the Red Lantern, 
 Kill all the foreign devils and make the churches burn.’ 
Miss Han [Han Guniang] was from Long’gu in Zhili [Hebei]...[she] came to Long[gu on the big 
hemp marketing day…in 1900. She was riding a big horse and a dozen or so followers came with 
her. They entered Long’gu blowing bugles and many people ran to watch her. Her followers 
came from all over Long’gu; there were several thousand of them…It was said she was a Shining 
Red Lantern. She was very skillful; she could fight with spears or a sword. When she rode on a 
bench, it would turn into a horse; if she rode a rope, it would change into a dragon; if she sat on a 
mat it would become a cloud and she could ride the cloud and fly away. 
 

Chen, Janet Y, Pei-kai Cheng, Michael Elliot Lestz, and Jonathan D Spence. The Search for 
Modern China: A Documentary Collection. Third ed. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2014 
(184-185). 

 
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. According to these interviews, how did women support and lead in the Boxer Rebellion? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Descriptions of the Red Lanterns sometimes describe them as having magical powers. 
Whether they really had these powers or not, what might the idea of these powers tell us 
about how people viewed the Red Lanterns? 

 
 
Document C: A Symbol of Chinese Women 
 

The red lantern of the Red Lanterns is a symbol of the militancy of Chinese women; the 
daughters of the Red Lantern are the vanguard of the opposition of Chinese women to 
imperialism! Mountains may be leveled and the seas may be emptied, but the red lantern of 
revolution will never be extinguished! 
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Quoted in Liu Rong and Xu Fen. 1975. “Hongdeng nu’er song” [In praise of the daughters of the 
Red Lantern]. Tianjin shiyuan xuebao [Tianjin Teachers College journal] No. 2:78-82, 77. 
 

Guiding Questions: 
 

1. How does this document portray the Red Lanterns? 
 
 
 

2. According to this document, how were women important to the Boxer Rebellion? 
 

 
 
Document D: Photograph of the Red Lanterns 

 
Photograph of the Red Lanterns, Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. Take one minute to write down everything you see in this image. Describe what you see; 
do not analyze it. 

 
 
 

2. How does this image support or challenge ideas about the Red Lanterns that you have 
examined already? 
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Document E: The Empress Dowager Calls for Reform 
The Empress Dowager Cixi was officially the regent, or the person ruling on behalf of the Guangxu 
Emperor. In 1898, the young emperor was removed from power and Cixi was effectively the ruler of China 
for another decade. During the Boxer Rebellion, she supported the Boxers and saw their efforts as a way to 
remove foreigners from China. In January 1901, she issued an edict that called for government reform in 
the aftermath of the Boxer Rebellion. 
 

It was only by an appeal to the Empress Dowager to resume the reins of power that the 
court was saved from immediate peril and the evil rooted out in a single day… We have now 
received Her Majesty’s decree to devote ourselves fully to China’s revitalization, to suppress 
vigorously the use of the terms new and old, and to blend together the best of what is Chinese 
and what is foreign. The root of China’s weakness lies in harmful habits too firmly entrenched, 
in rules and regulations too minutely drawn…To sum up, administrative methods and 
regulations must be revised and abuses eradicated. If regeneration is truly desired, there must be 
quiet and reasoned deliberation…  

We therefore call upon the members of the Grand Council, the Grand Secretaries, the Six 
Boards and Nine ministries, our ministers abroad, and the governors-general and governors of 
the provinces to reflect carefully on our present sad state of affairs and to scrutinize Chinese and 
Western governmental systems…Duly weigh what should be kept and what abolished, what 
new methods should be adopted and what old ones retained. By every available means of 
knowledge and observation, seek out how to renew our national strength, how to produce men 
of real talent, how to expand state revenues and how to revitalize the military…Without new 
systems, the corrupted old system cannot be salvaged… 

The Empress Dowager and we have long pondered these matters. Now things are at a 
crisis point where change must occur, to transform weakness into strength. Everything depends 
upon how the change is effected. 
 
Reform Edict of the Qing Imperial Government, January 29, 1901. Selections from Asia for Educators, 

Columbia University,  http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/ps/cup/qing_reform_edict_1901.pdf.  
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. What role did the Empress Dowager Cixi play in the Boxer Rebellion? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What methods did Empress Dowager Cixi use to address the Boxer Rebellion, according 
to this document? 
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Document F: Two Years in the Forbidden City 
For two years, Princess Der Ling was the favorite lady-in-waiting to the Empress Dowager Cixi in the 
imperial palace in Beijing. This book provides a unique and surprisingly intimate portrait of the Dragon 
Lady, who ruled China for 47 years, and brought the country to the brink of destruction. Der Ling refers to 
the larger political context on many occasions. But the best parts of the book are the small details. What 
emerges is an intimate portrait of the life and personality of the Empress Dowager, and a sense of the inner 
workings of the highly secretive world of the imperial palace. 
 
When I informed Her Majesty of the arrival of the portrait she ordered that it should be brought 
into her bedroom immediately. She scrutinized it very carefully for a while, even touching the 
painting in her curiosity. Finally she burst out laughing and said: "What a funny painting this is, 
it looks as though it had been painted with oil." (Of course it was an oil painting.) "Such rough 
work I never saw in all my life. The picture itself is marvellously like you, and I do not hesitate to 
say that none of our Chinese painters could get the expression which appears on this picture. 
What a funny dress you are wearing in this picture. Why are your arms and neck all bare? I have 
heard that foreign ladies wear their dresses without sleeves and without collars, but I had no 
idea that it was so bad and ugly as the dress you are wearing here. I cannot imagine how you 
could do it. I should have thought you would have been ashamed to expose yourself in that 
manner. Don't wear any more such dresses, please. It has quite shocked me. What a funny kind 
of civilization this is to be sure. Is this dress only worn on certain occasions, or is it worn any 
time, even when gentlemen are present?" I explained to her that it was the usual evening dress 
for ladies and was worn at dinners, balls, receptions, etc. Her Majesty laughed and exclaimed: 
"This is getting worse and worse. Everything seems to go backwards in foreign countries. Here 
we don't even expose our wrists when in the company of gentlemen, but foreigners seem to have 
quite different ideas on the subject. The Emperor is always talking about reform, but if this is a 
sample we had much better remain as we are. Tell me, have you yet changed your opinion with 
regard to foreign customs? Don't you think that our own customs are much nicer?" Of course I 
was obliged to say "yes" seeing that she herself was so prejudiced. 
 
Der Ling. Two Years in the Forbidden City. Project Gutenberg. 1911.  
 
Guiding Questions:  
 

1. Who is writing and how does she know the Empress? 
 
 
 

2. Does the Queen seem open to reforms to women’s dress? Why or why not? 
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Overall, how did Chinese women engage and lead in the Boxer Rebellion? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


