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The Confucianization of Natural
Knowledge: A Historical Connection
between Zhu Xi and Matteo Ricci
through Gewu Qiongli

Kuang-Tai Hsu*

Abstract

From the viewpoint of modern science, the focus of Zhu Xi’s gewu qiongli
¥t g3l (the investigation of things and fathoming of principles) emphasizes
ethical behavior rather than physical inquiry. Nevertheless, by means of redefi-
ning gewu giongli in terms of scholastic philosophy, Matteo Ricci (1552-1610)
not only transmitted Western learning but also legitimated it as a part of Chinese
learning in late Ming. From then on, in the following three centuries natural
knowledge in Western learning became part of ge zhi xue $#5¢2, until the beg-
inning of the 20th century when it differentiated into different scientific discipli-
nes.

This paper aims to explore the historical connection between Zhu Xi
(1130-1200) and Ricci through gewu giongli. The author recognizes that in the
Confucian tradition, Zhu Xi regarded moral behavior as ‘natural’ as ‘Nature,’

and through gewu giongli he subalternated natural knowledge to moral principle,

*Kuang-Tai Hsu is a professor at the Center for General Education and Institute of History, Na-

tional Tsing Hua University.
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i.e., “the Confucianization of Natural knowledge.” Before the Jesuits came to
China, a few Chinese literati found great difficulty in empirically trying to fat-
hom principles (giongli) through the investigation of natural things, (gewu). A
famous example is Wang Youngming’s [5H (1472-1529) failure to fathom
principle from his investigation of bamboo. Nevertheless, Ricci created an alter-
native view of gewu giongli which reconstructed the connection between gewu

and giongli (i.e., the Lord of Heaven).

Keywords: Zhu Xi, Matteo Ricci, gewu giongli #4 % #2, The Confuciani-

zation of Natural Knowledge, Confucianism and Science





