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The Gewugionglizhixue in Late Ming and
Early Qing Dynasties (1582 — 1687)
Abstract

Being an academic branch developed from the academic inter-
action between China and the West during the period of Late
Ming and Early Qing (1582 —1687), Gewugionglizhixue (¥&#)
FFHZ %, Studies of objects and their principles) is successively
expressed in some concepts by the scholars of that time. Firstly,
Xu Guangqi (% ¥ J§ ) expresses it in the concept of
“Gewugionglizhixue” (F¥IFHEZ %), referring to mathemat-
ics and the empirical knowledge of natural objects (and a few so-
cial affairs) “— " i.e.scientific knowledge, and insisting on uni-
fying the knowledge by mathematical deduction. Then, Li
Zhizao (ZEZ¥) and Francisco Furtado express it in the concept
of “Qionglizhuxue” (35¥iE%¥ ), referring to Aristotelian theo-
retics, and acceding to its insistence of the unification of knowl-
edge. Finally, Ferdinand Verbiest expresses it in “Qionglixue”
(558 2#), referring 1o Aristotelian theoretics also, but leaving

out its theodicy which causes conflict between Chinese and West-
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erns, decreasing its metaphysics, while emphasizing the interac-
tion of scientific knowledge between China and Furope, and in-
sisting still on the unification of knowledge formed by deduction.
Except for some differences, the concepts stated above have the
same basic connotation — the empirical knowledge of natural ob-
jects and main extension — all kinds of scientific knowledge.

Developed by the academic interaction between China and the
West, Gewugionglizhixue has the following characteristics: 1)
accentuating the empirical knowledge of natural objects; 2) in-
sisting on the unification of knowledge formed by deduction; 3)
tendency of instrumentalism ( Yiyong, Z.F): 4) internal in-
consistency caused by the tendency of empiricism and that of ra-
tionalism. For all these characteristics, Gewuqionglizhixue is
both different from ancient Chinese science which is not unified by
deduction, and from modern science which is developed in Europe
with the characteristics of integrating induction, deduction, and
experiment, and introduced into China after 1840. Therefore,
Gewugionglizhixue is a unique phase of Chinese science develop-
ment, named “pre — modern science” in this dissertation.

In every period of its development — the beginning period
(1582 - 1622), the developing period (1623 — 1663), and the
colligating period (1664 — 1687), there are some Chinese and
European scholars studying Gewugionglizhixue and producing a
large number of books. Especially, in the developing period,
due to the compilation of Chongzhen Lishu ( (ZE#HITH)),
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(Gewugionglizhixue gradually becomes an important part of the a-
cademic study within the imperial court. However, the feudal
court isolates it from the ontological ideas, and thus weakening
its ability to generate new knowledge.

A statistical analysis of the scholars involved and their books
shows that Gewugionglizhixue has been the main academic field in
which quite a number of scholars specialize during the period of
1582 — 1687. Borrowing ideas from Gewugionglizhixue, Wang
Xichan ( % B ) and Mei Wending (#§ 3L 4%) develop their
mathematics and astronomy; Fang Yizhi ( /7 LA®) School de-
velop “Zhicetongjizhixue” (BT {l{ifl JLZ2) whose impact ex-
tends to Qing philology. Through their academic work,
Gewugionglizhixue exerts profound influence on the coming Chi-
nese scholars in terms of specific knowledge, methodology, and
concepts of knowledge, and paves the way for the introduction of

modern science into China.

Key words: Late Ming and Early Qing (1582 - 1687), the
academic interaction between China and the West,
Gewugionglizhixue (Studies of objects and their principles), pre-

modern science
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