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Henry S. Commager, The Nature and the Study of History (Columbus: Charles E. Merrill, 1965), p. 3.
Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory, ed. & trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago & London:
University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 37-39.

Jacques Le Goff, History and Memory, trans. Steven Rendall and Elizabeth Claman (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1992), p. 65.
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Patrick H. Hutton, History as an Art of Memory (Burlington & Hanover: University of Vermont
Press; University Press of New England, 1993), pp. xx-xxi, Xxii.
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BeERGEA R 2R (BE & — — R EMIRB I REY (B - G
2001) -

2 JF S “It was not the statesman that I had the best opportunity of studying. It was the woman in her
private life; and 1 had unusual advantages for this study.” K, Katharine A. Carl, With the Empress

2 Dowager of China, p. 101.
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Backhouse (New York: Penguin Books, 1978), pp. 305-312 » 314-315. ZEE KX 1976 4F
Hugh Trevor-Roper, Hermit of Peking, pp. 19-20.

Hugh Trevor-Roper, Hermit of Peking, p. 297.

Hugh Trevor-Roper, Hermit of Peking, p. 306.
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Memory and History:
A Case Study of the Empress Dowager Cixi

Wong Young-tsu*

Abstract

Memory is not exactly the same as history. If history is organized
memory, memory is an amorphous phenomenon, though it is capable of
prossessing voluminous information across time and space. Every
individual has his or her memory, but due to biological, ideological, and in
particular social interference, memory is normally unstable. One may
forget, misunderstand, distort, or exaggerate the events being incorporated as
memory. The anonymous collective memory especially is formulated by
the society in which individuals live. Such memories are invariably
distorted, thus capable of losing truth, while history in the final analysis
seeks objectivity and truth. As well, memory is a repetition or recollection
of what has happened, while history interprets the past events. The
historian hence endeavors to make past events more objective and truthful.

This paper examines the images and facts of the life of Yehonala,
known as the Empress Dowager Cixi, of the Qing dynasty, through the lens
of collective memory, showing in what ways collective memory has
misunderstood the past through an examination of the “facts” of Cixi’s life.
She was the de facto ruler of China for nearly half a century. Individual
memories of her, due to personal and ideological differences, are distinctly
different. Prior to and following the downfall of the Qing dynasty, largely
thanks to the persistent propaganda launched by the reformers as well as the

revolutionaries, she was turned into a symbol of great evil in the collective
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memory of Chinese communities around the world. They continue even
today to use Cixi as a trope for the power-hungry woman. Although
historians may provide us with a more balanced account of her, either to
rebut or confirm specific memories, it is most unlikely that history can
eliminate the largely negative collective memory that deeply resides in

Chinese communities of various sorts.

Keywords: Cixi, individual memory, collective memory, search for

historical truth
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