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MASTERING THE EMPRESS
DOWAGER CIXI PRONUNCIATION:
A COMPLETE GUIDE TO SAYING
HER NAME RIGHT

Few names in Chinese history carry as
much weight, mystery, and controversy
as  that  of  the  Empress  Dowager  Cixi.
She was the de facto ruler of China for
nearly half a century, a woman who rose

from  humble  beginnings  as  a  low-
ranking concubine to become the most
powerful  person  in  the  Qing  Dynasty.
Yet,  for  many English speakers,  the first
hurdle  to  understanding  her  story  is
s imply  Empress  Dowager  Cixi
pronunciation. How do you say "Tsee-
shee"?  Is  it  "Kick-see"?  Or  something
else entirely?
Getting the pronunciation right matters
more than you might think. It is a sign of
respect, a gateway to deeper historical
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understanding,  and a practical  skill  for
students,  history enthusiasts,  travelers,
and  podcas t  l i s tene rs .  I n  th i s
comprehensive  guide,  we  will  break
down the correct way to pronounce her
name, explore the linguistic roots of the
characters, examine common mistakes,
and  delve  into  why  her  name  has
fascinated people around the world for
over a century. By the end, you will be
able to say "Empress Dowager Cixi" with
confidence and clarity.

BREAKING DOWN THE EMPRESS
DOWAGER CIXI PRONUNCIATION

Let  us  start  with  the  most  direct
question:  what  is  the  correct  way  to
pronounce "Cixi"? In Standard Mandarin
Chinese,  the  official  language  of  China,
the  pronunciation  is  approximately

"Tsuh-shee"  or, more precisely, "Tsɨ
ɕi"  in  the  International  Phonetic
Alphabet (IPA). For English speakers, the
most  natural  approximation  is  "Tsee-
shee",  with  a  slight  emphasis  on  the
first  syllable.  The  "Ci"  sounds  like  the
"ts" in "cats" followed by a quick "ee" as
in "see." The "xi" sounds like "shee" as in
"sheep."
However,  even  this  approximation  can
vary.  The  tone  is  also  important  in
Mandarin.  "Ci"  is  pronounced  with  a
rising  tone  (l ike  you  are  asking  a
question), while "xi" is pronounced with
a  fall ing-rising  tone  (like  you  are
expressing surprise and then doubt). For
a non-tonal language speaker, mastering
the exact pitch can be challenging, but
getting the consonant and vowel sounds
right  is  the  first  and  most  important
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step.

The Two
Characters: Ci
and Xi
The  name  Cixi  is  written  with  two
Chinese characters:  慈 (cí)  and 禧 (xǐ).
Understanding these characters can help
you  remember  the  pronunciation  and
a lso  g ives  you  ins ight  in to  her
personality and legacy. The character 慈
(cí)  means "compassionate,"  "kind,"  or
"merciful." It is the same character used
i n  t h e  w o r d  f o r  " k i n d n e s s "  o r
"benevolence" in Chinese. The character
禧  (xǐ)  means  "happiness,"  "joy,"  or

"blessing."  Together,  the name can be
interpreted  as  "Compassionate  and
Joyful" or "Merciful and Blessed." It was a
name chosen to project an image of a
benevolent and happy ruler – an image
that  often  contrasted sharply  with  her
ruthless political reality.
The pinyin romanization system, which is
used to transliterate Mandarin into the
Latin  alphabet,  spells  these  characters
as "Cíxǐ." The tone marks (the rising and
falling-rising  marks)  indicate  the  pitch
contour.  When  you  see  "Cixi"  without
tone  marks,  it  is  common  in  English
texts, but knowing the underlying tones
can help you hear the name in your mind
more accurately.

COMMON MISPRONUNCIATIONS
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AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Because the sounds "ts" and "sh" are not
always  intuitive  for  English  speakers,
several common mispronunciations have
emerged.  Here  are  the  most  frequent
mistakes people make when attempting
t h e  E m p r e s s  D o w a g e r  C i x i
pronunciation :

"Kick-see" or "Kixi": This is
probably the most common error.
English speakers see the letter "C"
and default to the "k" sound, as in
"cat" or "cup." However, in pinyin,
"C" is always pronounced as "ts"
(like in "cats"). Saying "Kick-see" is
incorrect and will sound very
foreign to a Mandarin speaker.
"See-ksee": Some people reverse
the order or add an extra syllable,

turning the name into a confusing
jumble. The correct order is "Ci"
first, then "xi."
"Sish-ee": This variation softens
the "ts" into a simple "s," missing
the crucial affricate sound that
distinguishes "ci" from "si."
"Chee-chee": This mistake occurs
when the "x" is pronounced like a
"ch" sound, as in "cheese." In
Mandarin, "x" is a palatal fricative,
similar to "sh" but with a slight
hiss. It is closer to "shee" than
"chee."
Over-emphasizing the second
syllable: Some English speakers
put the stress on "xi" (shee),
making it sound like "tsee-SHEE."
In Mandarin, both syllables are
roughly equal in length, but the
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first syllable has a rising tone that
gives it a slight prominence. A
balanced pronunciation is best.

To avoid these mistakes, practice saying
the name slowly:  "Tsuh"  (as in "cats"
without  the  "ca")  +  "Shee"  (as  in
"sheep").  Then  speed  it  up  to  "Tsee-
shee." Listening to audio recordings of
native  Mandarin  speakers  saying  her
name  is  one  of  the  best  ways  to
internalize  the  correct  sound.  Many
online  dictionaries  and  language
learning apps have audio clips for "Cixi."

WHY PRONUNCIATION MATTERS:
HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL
CONTEXT

Correct pronunciation is  not just about
linguistic accuracy; it  is  about respect,

cultural  sensitivity,  and  historical
authenticity. The Empress Dowager Cixi
is  a  towering  figure  in  Chinese  history.
She  effectively  ruled  the  Qing  Empire
from  1861  until  her  death  in  1908,
overseeing  a  period  of  tremendous
upheaval, including the Boxer Rebellion,
the  Sino-Japanese  War,  and  the  early
modernization  efforts  of  China.  She  was
a patron of the arts, a shrewd political
strategist,  and  a  controversial  leader
whose legacy is still debated today.
When  you  mispronounce  her  name,  it
can signal a lack of familiarity or even a
lack  of  respect  for  the  culture  and
history  she  represents.  For  Chinese
speakers,  hearing  "Kick-see"  can  be
jarring, just as an English speaker might
find it  strange to hear  "Beet-uh-ven" for
"Beethoven"  or  "Shake-spear"  for
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"Shakespeare." Getting the name right is
a small but meaningful way to honor the
person behind the historical record.
Moreover, in academic, journalistic, and
d ip lomat ic  contexts ,  accurate
p r o n u n c i a t i o n  i s  a  m a r k  o f
professionalism.  If  you  are  giving  a
presentation,  writing  a  paper,  or
discussing Chinese history in any formal
setting,  using  the  correct  Empress
Dowager  Cixi  pronunciation  will
enhance your credibility and show that
you have done your homework.

The Name

"Empress
Dowager" and Its
Pronunciation
It is also worth noting the English part of
her title: "Empress Dowager." The word
"Dowager" is pronounced "DOW-uh-jer"
(rhymes with "power" and "manager"). It
refers to a widow who holds a title or
property from her deceased husband. In
Cixi's  case,  she  was  the  empress
dowager  because  she  was  the  former
concubine of the Xianfeng Emperor and
the mother of the Tongzhi Emperor. The
title  itself  carries  connotations  of
authority,  tradition,  and  sometimes,
political  maneuvering.  Pronouncing
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"Dowager"  correctly  is  another  way to
sound polished and knowledgeable when
discussing her life.

REGIONAL VARIATIONS AND
HISTORICAL PRONUNCIATIONS

While Standard Mandarin (Putonghua) is
the official language of China today, the
Qing  Dynasty  had  its  own  linguistic
landscape.  The  court  language  was  a
form  of  Mandarin,  but  it  was  influenced
by  the  Manchu  language,  the  mother
tongue  of  the  ruling  Qing  family.  Cixi
herself was of Manchu descent (her clan
was the Yehe Nara clan), and she likely
spoke  Manchu  as  well  as  Chinese.
However,  the  name  "Cixi"  is  Chinese,
and by the late Qing period, the court
largely communicated in a Beijing-based
Mandarin dialect.

In  o ther  Ch inese  d ia lec ts ,  the
pronunciation  of  "Cixi"  changes.  For
example:

Cantonese (Yue): In Cantonese,
the name is often pronounced
"Chi-hei" or approximately "Tsee-
hay." The "ci" character sounds
similar to Mandarin, but the "xi"
character takes on a different
vowel sound.
Hokkien (Min Nan): In Hokkien, it
might be pronounced "Chu-hi" or
with other variations depending on
the specific sub-dialect.
Shanghainese (Wu): In Wu
dialects, the pronunciation shifts
further, often softening the initial
consonants.

For  English  speakers,  the  Standard
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Mandarin  pronunciation  is  the  most
widely  accepted  and  recognized,
especially  in  international  contexts,
because  it  is  the  official  language  of
China  and  the  version  taught  in  most
language courses.  When in  doubt,  use
the  Mandarin  pronunciation  as  your
default.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR MASTERING
THE PRONUNCIATION

If  you are serious about mastering the
E m p r e s s  D o w a g e r  C i x i
pronunciation, here are some practical,
actionable tips that can help you build
muscle memory and confidence:

Listen and Repeat: Find audio1.
clips of native Chinese speakers
saying "Cixi." Repeat after them,

recording yourself if possible.
Compare your pronunciation to the
original and adjust. Hearing your
own voice is a powerful tool for
improvement.
Break It Down: Practice each2.
syllable separately. Say "Ci" (tsuh)
ten times, then "Xi" (shee) ten
times, then combine them slowly.
Focus on the "ts" sound, which is
the part English speakers most
often struggle with.
Use Mnemonics: Create a3.
memory aid. For example, think of
the phrase "Cats see sheep" but
shorten "cats" to just the "ts"
sound. "Tsuh-shee" becomes easy
to remember as a compressed
version of that phrase.
Practice in Context: Instead of4.



Empress Dowager Cixi Pronunciation 9

9

just repeating the name in
isolation, practice saying it in a full
sentence: "Empress Dowager Cixi
was a powerful Qing ruler." This
will help you integrate the
pronunciation into natural speech.
Learn the Tones: While tones5.
may seem intimidating, even a
basic awareness of them can
improve your pronunciation.
Remember that "Ci" has a rising
tone (like the end of a question:
"Ci?") and "Xi" has a falling-rising
tone (like you are hesitating:
"Xi..."). You do not need to be
perfect, but attempting the tones
will make your pronunciation
sound more authentic.
Use Online Resources: Websites6.
like Forvo, Youglish, and Chinese

language learning apps often have
user-submitted audio clips of
"Cixi." You can hear the name
pronounced by different speakers
from different regions, which gives
you a well-rounded understanding
of the sound.

GOING BEYOND PRONUNCIATION:
UNDERSTANDING HER LEGACY

O n c e  y o u  h a v e  m a s t e r e d  t h e
pronunciation,  you  can  turn  your
attention to the fascinating and complex
story of  the woman behind the name.
The Empress Dowager Cixi is one of the
most  studied  figures  in  Chinese  history,
and her reign is a lens through which to
understand  the  decline  of  the  Qing
Dynasty,  the  impact  of  Western
imperialism, and the role of  women in
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traditional  Chinese  society.  She  was  a
patron  of  the  arts  who  supported
traditional Chinese painting, opera, and
crafts, yet she was also a conservative
ruler  who  resisted  many  modern
reforms.  She  was  a  master  of  court

politics  who  outmaneuvered  male
officials  and  eunuchs  alike,  yet  her
decisions  often  had  devastating
consequences for the Chinese people.
Knowing how to say her name correctly
is the first step in


