WEEK 9: Jesuits Missionaries, Far East Voyages, and the Scientific Revolution

Xiaona Wang

During the long 17th century, a group of intellectually curious Jesuits embarked on their journeys to the Far East, bringing with them scientific knowledge and a desire to bridge cultural divides. Through their interactions with Chinese society, they not only introduced revolutionary scientific ideas but also grappled with the complexities of accommodation and the cross-cultural exchange of ideas.

In this lecture, we will delve into the lives of influential figures like Matteo Ricci, Johann Adam Schall von Bell, and Ferdinand Verbiest, who navigated the intricacies of Ming and Qing courts to become influential astronomers and advisors to Chinese emperors. Their scientific achievements, along with the controversies surrounding the Jesuits’ accommodation policy and the Rites Controversy, deeply changed the way how we look at the traditional narratives of “the [European] Scientific Revolution”.

In the following seminar, by delving into primary sources, historical accounts, and scholarly debates, we will gain a deeper understanding of how the encounters between Jesuit missionaries and China shaped a brand-new scientific landscape and contributed to the broader global history of the Scientific Revolution.

In preparation for the questions that we will discuss in the seminar, you should complete all the listed sources in “Essential Reading” and at least two of the secondary sources listed in “Further Reading”.

Questions: 
1. What is “the Scientific Revolution”?
2. What role did Jesuits missionaries play in “the Scientific Revolution”?
3. What is your opinion on the popular historical approach of situating Jesuit sciences solely within the framework of European context?

Essential Reading
· Toby E. Huff, Intellectual Curiosity and the Scientific Revolution: A Global Perspective, (Cambridge, 2011): preface, introduction.
· Paul Rule, “The Historiography of the Jesuits in China”, Brill, Jesuit Historiography Online: https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/jesuit-historiography-online/the-historiography-of-the-jesuits-in-china-COM_192534
· Ronnie Po-chia Hsia, Matteo Ricci and the Catholic Mission to China, 1583-1610: A Short History with Documents, (Hackett Publishing Company, 2016): introduction, and 101-107; 109-111; 123-127.
· Guy Tachard, Voyage to Siam: Performed By Six Jesuits Sent By The French King To The Indies And China In The Year 1685, (English Version available at EEBO): the first book.

Further Reading
· James Poskett, Horizons: A Global History of Science, (Penguin, 2022).
· Jim Bennett, The Divided Circle: A History of Instruments for Astronomy, Navigation and Surveying, (Oxford, 1987): chapters 1, 2.
· Michael Hoskin, The History of Astronomy: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford, 2003).
· Benjamin A. Elman, On Their Own Terms: Science in China, 1550-1900, (Harvard, 2005).
· Joseph Needham, “Mathematics and science in China and the West.” Science & Society 20, no. 4 (1956): 320–43.
· Kapil Raj, “Beyond postcolonialism...and postpositivism: circulation and the global history of science.” Isis 104, no. 2 (2013): 337–47.
· Simon Schaffer “Newton on the beach: the information order of Principia Mathematica.”History of science 47, no. 3 (2009): 243–76.
· Joseph Needham, “The roles of Europe and China in the evolution of oecumenical science.”Journal of Asian history 1, no. 1 (1967): 3–32.
· Steven J. Harris, “Long-distance corporations, big sciences, and the geography of knowledge.” Configurations 6, no. 2 (1998): 269–304.
