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Background: Fall of the Qing Dynasty, 1851–1912

Analysis activity 0.3: Analysing historical interpretations
Was Cixi the villain as she is so often portrayed?
While most historical accounts portray Cixi as a manipulative and cruel ruler, at least one historian has come to her rescue. Sterling Seagrave, in his controversial history Dragon Lady, blames four men for this blackened image of Cixi: the reformer Kang Youwei; the Australian journalist, Dr G.E. Morrison; another journalist, J.O.P. Bland; and a linguist, Edmund Backhouse.
Their portrait of Tzu hsi [Cixi] was of a ruthless, single-minded tyrant, an iron-willed, over-sexed Manchu concubine who usurped power in 1861 to rule China with perversion, corruption, and intrigue for half a century, until her misrule caused the collapse of an empire that had endured more than two thousand years. Here for all to see was ‘that odious woman’, as Morrison called her, ‘that awful old harridan’, the wicked witch of the East, a reptilian dragon lady who had arranged the poisoning, strangling, beheading, or forced suicide of anyone who had ever challenged her autocratic control.
Source 0.23 Sterling Seagrave, Dragon Lady: The Life and Legend of the Last Empress of China, 1993, pp. 11–12
Here are some alternative comments on Cixi:

Tzu Hsi [Cixi] was a person who would devote the greatest pains to dealing with any situation that posed the slightest threat to her security: she had Kuang Hsu’s [Guangxu] Pearl Consort drowned in a well before her flight in 1900 out of fear that she might cause trouble for her later. In any circumstances, her first consideration was always the protection of her own rule.
Source 0.24 From Emperor to Citizen: The Autobiography of Aisin-Gioro Pu Yi, 1989, pp. 15–16

Tz’u-hsi [Cixi], seeing in the strong-willed concubine the shadow of her former self at the time when she too had been in her twenties, hearing the Pearl Concubine’s words that pride and dignity that she had now so conclusively forfeited, flung a furious order to the eunuchs standing by. And they, in their terror at the horrors of the moment, obeyed. Before the very eyes of the emperor who it seems had loved her, the Pearl Concubine was thrown down the well and drowned …

Source 0.25 Marina Warner, The Dragon Empress: Life and Times of Tz’u-Hsi, 1835–1908, Empress Dowager of China, 1974, p. 245
1 Would Seagrave’s attack on the credibility of contemporary critics of Cixi be sufficient to clear her name?
2 Is Puyi’s version unreliable because of where and when he wrote, and because he only met Cixi once, at the age of three?
3 Does Warner’s account embellish the narrative too much with its dramatic ‘insights’?
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