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An Unfulfilled Voice for Western Studies in Late
Ming China: Li Chih-tsao and His T’ian- hsiieh Ch’u-han

Hsu Yuan Ting
Department of Books and Documents
National Palace Museum

Abstract

In the late Ming dynasty, a group of Jesuit missionaries including Matteo Ricci
entered China, influencing the Emperor, ministers, and scholars with new Western
learning. At that time, many high level scholars began to study these Western
disciplines with Ricci. One of the “three pillars of Catholicism”, Li Chih-tsao studied
closely with Ricci, and through careful study became an important Catholic convert
and writer.

In addition to his diligent studies, Li Chih-tsao was also an enthusiastic
publisher. His T’ian-hsiieh Ch’u-han can be considered to be the earliest extant
Chinese compilation of Western learning. This book was compiled between the Wan-
li and Ch’ung-chen reigns, and principally contains the Western works translated by
Father Ricci with the help of Chinese literati. These works include religious
philosophy, astronomy, horology, irrigation, and other scientific works; it is an
important volume in the historiography of western learning in China.

This article will also carefully consider the text of this volume, the spread of
different editions, the individual books translated for inclusion, and Li Chih-tsao’s
attitude towards compiling the T’ian-hsiieh Ch’u-han. This article will attempt to
describe literary compilations of the late Ming, gazettes and memorials, as well as
summarize modern research on these works. Further, it will trace Li Chih-tsao’s
individual academic development, his social network, and how all of these
influences came to bear on his compilation of the Tian-hsiieh Ch’u-han.

The transmission of Western science into China during the late Ming dynasty
was considered by top-level scholars to be a cultural challenge. They were forced to
confront this challenge and adapt, effectively deciding the extent to which they
would accept this influence. The late Ming and early Ch’ing was a time of complex
political change and cultural exchange. Using the T ian-hsiieh Ch’u-han, this article
seeks to examine the confrontation in culture and science rippling through Chinese
society in the early Ch’ing dynasty. (Translated by Daniel Greenberg)

Keywords: Ming dynasty, T ian- hsiieh Ch’u-han, Li Chih-tsao, Western
missionaries, scholarly associations
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