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INTRODUCTION 
In the late 16th and early 17th centuries, the world 

was undergoing the Age of Discovery and the early 
stages of globalization, during which cultural exchange 
between East and West gradually intensified. Amid this 
intercultural interaction, the Italian Jesuit missionary 
Matteo Ricci emerged as one of the pioneers of Sino-
Western cultural exchange. As a prominent representa-
tive of the Jesuit order, Ricci was more than just a mes-
senger of religious faith; he demonstrated extraordinary 
wisdom and cultural sensitivity by integrating Christiani-
ty with Chinese culture, science, and philosophy, there-

by initiating a remarkably complex and fruitful intercul-
tural dialogue. 

Upon arriving in China, Ricci quickly realized that the 
traditional Western missionary approach was ineffective 
in the context of China's sophisticated cultural environ-
ment. To overcome this challenge, he adopted what he 
termed an "accommodation strategy." By learning the 
Chinese language, studying Confucian classics, wear-
ing Confucian scholar attire, and observing local rituals 
and customs, Ricci gradually earned the respect and 
trust of the Chinese literati class. This strategy of cul-
tural adaptation not only facilitated the spread of Chris-
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tianity but also promoted the dissemination of Western 
scientific knowledge in China. Ricci collaborated with 
Chinese scholar Xu Guangqi to translate Euclid’s Ele-
ments, thereby introducing Western mathematics into 
China. His creation of the Map of the Ten Thousand 
Countries of the Earth also expanded the Chinese 
worldview. 

Moreover, Ricci’s cultural contributions extended to 
the West. His writings, such as De Christiana Expedi-
tione apud Sinas (The Christian Expedition to China), 
introduced Confucianism to the European intellectual 
community, sparking intense interest among Enlighten-
ment thinkers such as Voltaire and Leibniz. These intel-
lectual exchanges propelled early philosophical dia-
logue between East and West, highlighting Ricci’s role 
as a two-way bridge of cultural exchange. 

MATTEO RICCI’S MISSIONARY 
STRATEGY AND CULTURAL 
ACCOMMODATION 
Ricci’s “Accommodation Strategy” 

Ricci understood profoundly that to spread Christiani-
ty in a civilization with thousands of years of cultural 
heritage, traditional methods of religious evangelism 
would not suffice. Respect for and adaptation to the 
Chinese cultural context were essential. As he once 
noted: “At first, so as not to arouse suspicion, the Fa-
thers did not preach our Holy Religion in detail. Instead, 
they took advantage of visitors to learn the language, 
script, and customs, winning the favor of the Chinese 
through virtuous conduct, thereby setting an example 
that could not easily be described nor propagated at the 
time” (Ricci, 2014, p. 101). 

In a letter dated November 24, 1585, to Father Giulio 
Fuligatti, Ricci wrote: “I have become a Chinese. You 
know that in our clothing, appearance, manners, and all 
external things, we are now entirely the same as the 
Chinese” (Ricci, 2018, p. 60). 

While studying the Chinese language, Ricci delved 
into the classical Confucian texts and sought to engage 
with the literati by expressing understanding and appre-
ciation for Confucian ethical philosophy. By dressing in 
the robes of a Confucian scholar and observing Chi-
nese rituals, Ricci demonstrated his respect for Chinese 
culture. This strategy, unlike that of other Western mis-
sionaries who criticized local traditions, significantly re-
duced cultural opposition to Christianity and won the 
trust and respect of the elite class. 

Ricci identified moral and ethical commonalities be-
tween Confucianism and Christianity: “The aim of Con-
fucian teaching is national prosperity and social harmo-
ny, with each person fulfilling their role. In this respect, 
their doctrine is quite correct and entirely consistent 
with natural reason and the truth of Catholicism” (Ricci, 
2014, p. 71). 

Ricci went so far as to equate the Christian God with 
the Confucian concept of Heaven (Tian or Shangdi), 
attempting to render the Christian worldview intelligible 
within the Chinese cosmological framework: “Ricci 
aimed to use natural reason and the authority of Confu-
cian texts to prove the existence of the omnipotent God, 
called ‘Tianzhu’ by Jesuits, and ‘Shangdi’ or simply 
‘Heaven’ in ancient Chinese classics” (Xia, 2020, p. 
234). 

In his influential work The True Meaning of the Lord of 
Heaven, Ricci connected Christian theology with the 
Confucian notion of Heaven, enabling educated Chi-
nese readers to more readily comprehend and accept 
Christian doctrine. This book circulated widely among 
the Chinese literati and exemplified how Christianity 
could adapt to Chinese intellectual traditions. 

Ricci’s approach was not merely a surface-level cul-
tural fusion. In a letter dated February 15, 1609, to Fa-
ther Francesco Pasio, he emphasized: “...I began to 
praise the Confucian school in our publications and use 
it to oppose the other two [Daoism and Buddhism]. 
Where Confucian views diverged from our faith, I did 
not attack them but explained them... I thus made many 
friends and few enemies among the literati” (Ricci, 
2018, pp. 338–339). 

This approach helped Ricci establish credibility 
among the elite and created a distinctive environment in 
which Christianity could spread more effectively. 

Spreading Christianity Through the Scholar-Official 
Class 

Ricci recognized that for Christianity to gain wide-
spread acceptance in China, it first had to be acknowl-
edged by the cultural elite—the scholar-official class 
(shi da fu). He observed: “As I have previously men-
tioned, the entire country is governed by literati, who 
hold true and sacred authority. Even generals and sol-
diers are under their command. Thus, no matter how 
capable a general may be or how large his army, he 
must show utmost deference before a civil official” (Ric-
ci, 2014, p. 38). 

Given the scholar-officials’ dominance in political and 
cultural discourse, Ricci’s missionary strategy focused 
on cultivating strong connections with them through 
cultural and scientific exchange. His approach under-
scored that evangelism was not merely a religious en-
deavor, but a comprehensive cultural interaction. 

To attract the scholar-officials, Ricci did not rely solely 
on religious dialogue. He also leveraged his knowledge 
of Western science to earn their respect: “One reason 
that Chinese literati and officials admired Father Ricci 
was his mastery of Western science, which they had 
never encountered before” (Ricci, 2014, p. 243). 

Ricci introduced advanced Western knowledge in as-
tronomy, mathematics, and geography. By showcasing 
practical scientific tools—such as mechanical clocks 
and world maps—he sparked genuine interest among 
Ming officials. These novel technologies served as ef-
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fective means of communication and facilitated his en-
gagement with China’s intellectual elite. 

His collaboration with Xu Guangqi was especially sig-
nificant. Together, they translated Euclid’s Elements, 
thereby spreading Western geometry in China. As a 
result, a considerable number of Christian converts dur-
ing Ricci’s mission were members of the scholar-official 
class. Notable Ming officials such as Xu Guangqi, Li 
Zhizao, and Yang Tingyun—collectively known as the 
“Three Pillars of Chinese Catholicism”—were baptized 
during this period. Many of them decided to convert 
after reading Ricci’s The True Meaning of the Lord of 
Heaven (Wu, 2003). 

By 1601, Ricci had reached Beijing. He wrote: “Many 
relatives of the imperial family visited the Father. 
Though they did not wield actual power like European 
royalty, they were accompanied by large entourages. 
Additionally, many generals and prominent figures also 
paid visits. One could say that only high-ranking indi-
viduals entered the Father’s residence; the common 
people, though the gates were always open, dared not 
enter. Those with status considered any contact with 
the Father, or having him visit their homes, a matter of 
great honor” (Ricci, 2014, p. 301). 

This passage shows that Ricci had successfully inte-
grated into the scholar-official elite, earning a notable 
degree of prestige. 

Ricci positioned himself not just as a religious mis-
sionary but as a cultural envoy. Through the dissemina-
tion of scientific knowledge, he built an intellectual 
bridge between East and West. This encouraged Chi-
na’s elite to develop an interest in Western civilization 
and created a favorable environment for Christianity to 
take root. His interaction with the scholar-official class 
ensured the sustainability of Christian missions in China 
and laid the groundwork for future missionary efforts. 

Challenges and Limitations of the Accommodation 
Strategy 

Despite the significant success of Ricci’s accommo-
dation strategy in China, it was not without its chal-
lenges. One of the most emblematic issues was the so-
called "Chinese Rites Controversy." 

“The Chinese Rites Controversy was a major conflict 
between East and West during the Kangxi reign of the 
Qing Dynasty. Ostensibly, it was a struggle between 
imperial and papal authority—between the Kangxi Em-
peror and Pope Clement XI. In essence, it was an ex-
tension of the internal Church debate, sparked by Ric-
ci’s accommodation strategy, into the broader cultural 
and civilizational arena. It reflected the deeper clash 
between an expanding Western Catholic civilization and 
Confucian civilization” (E & Zhang, 2017, p. 479). 

At the heart of the controversy were three major 
questions: whether Christians in China could participate 
in Confucian rituals, such as venerating Confucius and 
ancestors, and how the Christian God (Deus) should be 
translated into Chinese—whether as Tian (Heaven), 

Shangdi (Supreme Emperor), or Tianzhu (Lord of 
Heaven) (E & Zhang, 2017, p. 482). 

Ricci believed that such rituals were part of Chinese 
culture rather than religious worship and did not contra-
dict Christian doctrine. He therefore adopted a relatively 
tolerant stance, permitting Chinese converts to maintain 
these practices. He saw ancestor veneration and Con-
fucian rituals as cultural expressions, not theological 
violations. 

However, this tolerant approach triggered fierce op-
position from conservative factions within the Catholic 
Church in Europe. Many clergy believed that permitting 
such practices diluted the purity of Christian doctrine. 

The controversy erupted fully in the 18th century and 
led to a major setback in Jesuit missionary work in Chi-
na. Although Ricci’s strategy enjoyed short-term suc-
cess, it exposed deeper cultural and religious tensions 
that limited its long-term viability. 

Nevertheless, Ricci’s contributions to Sino-Western 
cultural exchange remain invaluable. His respect for 
and adaptation to Chinese traditions carved a new path 
for intercultural communication: “The Rites Controversy, 
which spanned over a century during the transition from 
the medieval to the modern era, was one of the most 
significant episodes in the history of East-West cultural 
exchange. Both its causes and consequences en-
hanced mutual understanding between East Asia and 
Europe, leaving a profound impact on the transmission 
of Western learning to the East and Chinese learning to 
the West” (Quan, 2023). 

Through Ricci’s efforts, the door to Christian mission-
ary work in China was opened, and the Chinese schol-
ar-official class began to engage with Western science 
and culture. While his strategy faced notable limitations, 
his place in the history of cross-cultural exchange is 
firmly established. Ricci offered invaluable lessons for 
future missionaries and scholars, exemplifying the im-
portance of respect and inclusivity in intercultural dia-
logue. 

RICCI’S SCIENTIFIC DISSEMINATION 
AND SINO-WESTERN KNOWLEDGE 
EXCHANGE 

Ricci’s missionary work in China extended far beyond 
the realm of religion. More crucially, he succeeded in 
dismantling cultural barriers with the Chinese literati by 
disseminating Western scientific knowledge, thereby 
opening an entirely new channel for dialogue. Ricci 
clearly understood that Christianity alone would not suf-
fice to gain widespread acceptance among China’s in-
tellectual elite. Thus, he pursued a more strategic and 
insightful path—introducing advanced Western science 
to China. 

In particular, Ricci’s contributions in astronomy, math-
ematics, and geography were groundbreaking. These 
disciplines were not just vehicles of knowledge trans-
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mission but also served as essential bridges between 
Ricci and the Ming dynasty’s scholar-officials. By pro-
moting these subjects, Ricci not only won their respect 
but also showcased the depth of Western civilization, 
stimulating broader interest in Western culture. His ap-
proach greatly enhanced his influence in China, allow-
ing him to transcend religious boundaries and emerge 
as a pioneer in the exchange of scientific and cultural 
knowledge between East and West. 

Ricci’s efforts in science dissemination—especially in 
astronomy, mathematics, and geography—facilitated 
more extensive knowledge flows between China and 
the West. His work paved the way for updating China’s 
intellectual framework and laid a solid foundation for 
deeper cultural integration in subsequent centuries. 
Ricci’s legacy marked the beginning of a new era in 
global cultural transmission, where intellectual and 
philosophical encounters between East and West be-
came increasingly frequent and mutually enriching. 

Astronomy and Calendar Reform 
Ricci’s scientific dissemination began with astronomy 

and calendar reform. In traditional Chinese culture, as-
tronomy was closely tied to political legitimacy. Accurate 
celestial observations and reliable calendars were criti-
cal to agricultural production, daily life, and imperial rit-
uals. 

Ricci introduced astronomical instruments such as 
globes and telescopes, which piqued the curiosity of 
Ming officials. During his interactions with Chinese 
scholars, he explained advanced Western astronomical 
concepts: “Ricci reintroduced the idea that the Earth is 
spherical, challenging the traditional Chinese view of a 
flat Earth. He explained that gravity allows people to 
inhabit the Earth’s opposite side without falling off” 
(Zeng & Sun, 2015, p. 116). 

Ricci also expressed his willingness to assist the im-
perial court in revising the calendar. In a memorial 
drafted in Nanjing, he wrote: “I have studied celestial 
charts and coordinates deeply, crafted instruments, ob-
served the stars, and verified sundials—all of which 
align with ancient Chinese methods. If Your Majesty 
deems my humble expertise acceptable, it would be my 
great honor to share it at the imperial court” (Zeng & 
Sun, 2015, p. 119). 

By the late Ming dynasty, the existing Chinese calen-
dar had accumulated significant errors, undermining the 
accuracy of celestial predictions and affecting agricul-
ture, social order, and imperial ceremonies. As a result, 
Chinese scholars became increasingly receptive to 
Western astronomy. 

In 1629, during the reign of the Chongzhen Emperor, 
the court accepted Xu Guangqi’s proposal to revise the 
calendar, enlisting both Chinese officials and Western 
missionaries. After Xu’s death, the work was completed 
by Li Tianjing, assisted by missionaries such as Johann 
Schreck (Terrentius) and Adam Schall von Bell. Al-
though the project was disrupted by political opposition 

and the Ming dynasty’s collapse, it was eventually re-
vived under the Qing dynasty. The revised calendar, 
renamed the Shixian Calendar, was formally adopted. 

While Ricci himself did not directly participate in cal-
endar reform, his earlier work laid the essential 
groundwork for these later achievements. His introduc-
tion of Western astronomy not only demonstrated scien-
tific superiority but also earned him the trust of the im-
perial court. This achievement aroused intense interest 
among the Chinese elite, making science a powerful 
tool for Ricci’s missionary work. 

The Translation of Euclid’s Elements and the 
Spread of Mathematics 

Ricci’s scientific contributions were not limited to as-
tronomy. Under his influence, Xu Guangqi—a prominent 
Chinese scholar-official—recognized the practical value 
of Western mathematics. This led to their collaborative 
translation of Euclid’s Elements, a milestone in the his-
tory of Sino-Western scientific exchange. 

One day, Xu Guangqi and Ricci discussed the Confu-
cian concept of gewu (investigating things) and Western 
geometry. Ricci, trained in rigorous European methods, 
described Elements as precise, logical, and systematic. 
However, he acknowledged that translating such a text 
was extremely challenging. Xu, motivated by both na-
tional pride and scholarly curiosity, volunteered to take 
on the task (Zeng & Sun, 2015, p. 125). 

In the autumn of 1606, Ricci and Xu began translating 
Elements—a foundational text in Western mathematics 
originally written by the Greek mathematician Euclid 
around 300 BCE. The work consists of thirteen books, 
covering plane geometry, solid geometry, and number 
theory. It builds its arguments from axioms and postu-
lates in a highly structured logical manner. 

In Europe, Elements had been a cornerstone of 
mathematical education for centuries, widely dissemi-
nated through Arabic and Latin translations. Its intro-
duction into China not only opened new intellectual 
frontiers but also laid the foundation for the moderniza-
tion of Chinese mathematics. 

Their Chinese edition of Elements covered the first six 
books and was published in 1607. Notably, it coined 
many modern Chinese terms in geometry, including the 
term “⼏何” (geometry) itself: “One of the great 
achievements of the Chinese translation of Elements by 
Xu Guangqi and Ricci was the formal naming of this 
field of study in Chinese as ‘⼏何’, along with the 
coinage of fundamental mathematical terms” (Zeng & 
Sun, 2015, p. 128). 

The impact was far-reaching. For the first time, Chi-
nese scholars were introduced to a deductive mathe-
matical system based on logical reasoning and proof 
rather than empirical or algorithmic calculation. This 
new paradigm resonated with some Confucian ideals of 
rational investigation and set the stage for further scien-
tific dialogue. 
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Although the practical application of geometry in Chi-
na remained limited at the time, the translated work of-
fered a new intellectual framework. It represented a 
shift toward universal scientific reasoning and showed 
that Chinese and Western thinkers could work together 
on equal footing: “In the minds of the Ming literati, Ele-
ments enjoyed extremely high status and brought Ricci 
the respect he deserved” (Sun, 2014, p. 36). 

Ricci and Xu’s collaborative effort illustrated the pow-
er of knowledge as a bridge between cultures. It not 
only enhanced the prestige of Western science in the 
eyes of Chinese scholars but also demonstrated that 
mathematics could transcend cultural boundaries and 
foster mutual understanding. 

Geography and the Expansion of Worldview 
In addition to his work in astronomy and mathematics, 

Ricci’s contributions to geography played a pivotal role 
in reshaping the traditional Chinese worldview. In the 
late 16th century, China’s self-perception was still large-
ly shaped by the tianxia ("all under heaven") ideology, 
which regarded China as the cultural and political cen-
ter of the world, with surrounding regions classified as 
peripheral or barbarian. 

Ricci challenged this long-standing view through car-
tographic innovation. In 1584, at the invitation of Wang 
Pan, the prefect of Zhaoqing, he produced the first Chi-
nese-language world map. Later, in 1599, while in Nan-
jing, Ricci revised and reprinted the map at the request 
of official Wu Zhongming. The map attracted wide at-
tention and was disseminated throughout China, even 
reaching Japan and Macau. 

After Ricci arrived in Beijing, he worked with Li 
Zhizao, a Ministry of Works official, who studied West-
ern geography under Ricci’s guidance. In 1602, they 
completed an enlarged and engraved version of the 
world map, resulting in Ricci’s most famous cartograph-
ic work: the Kunyu Wanguo Quantu (Map of the Ten 
Thousand Countries of the Earth) (Zeng & Sun, 2015, 
p. 134). 

This map, the first true world map in Chinese, incor-
porated Western geographical knowledge while retain-
ing traditional Chinese visual elements. It placed China 
within a global context using latitude and longitude and 
described the relative locations, terrains, and customs 
of various nations. Written entirely in Chinese, the map 
provided scholars and officials with a radically expand-
ed understanding of the world. 

The Kunyu Wanguo Quantu fundamentally altered 
Chinese perceptions of the global order. For the first 
time, Chinese intellectuals could visualize China’s posi-
tion relative to other countries. The map inspired curios-
ity about foreign lands and civilizations and demon-
strated that geography could serve as a powerful tool 
for cross-cultural exchange. 

Ricci himself emphasized the map’s strategic impor-
tance: “As long as the Map of the Ten Thousand Coun-
tries of the Earth hangs permanently in the imperial 

palace, I have reason to believe that one day—if not the 
emperor himself, then his son or a close relative—will 
seek to understand or inquire about our Holy Religion. 
When no one else can answer, they will turn to the Fa-
thers. Since the emperor rarely ventures outside the 
palace, this could be our best opportunity. Moreover, 
when he sees how small his empire is in comparison 
with many others around the world, he may shed his 
pride and adopt a more open attitude toward foreign 
nations” (Ricci, 2014, p. 451). 

By integrating scientific geography with cultural 
diplomacy, Ricci was able to earn the trust and admira-
tion of Chinese officials and scholars. He used maps 
not only as educational tools but also as instruments of 
persuasion—convincing his Chinese counterparts to 
reevaluate their assumptions about the world and their 
place within it. 

His success in geography reinforced the broader 
message of scientific exchange: that mutual under-
standing could only be achieved by acknowledging the 
existence and value of other civilizations. Through his 
cartographic work, Ricci laid another cornerstone in the 
bridge between East and West. 

Challenges and Significance of Scientific 
Dissemination 

There is no doubt that Ricci’s dissemination of West-
ern science achieved remarkable success in late Ming 
China, but his efforts were also met with significant 
challenges. 

Before gaining access to the imperial court, Ricci 
faced multiple obstacles. Chief among them were lin-
guistic and cultural barriers. He overcame these by de-
voting himself to learning classical Chinese, studying 
Confucian literature, and immersing himself in Chinese 
etiquette and customs. At the same time, he carefully 
adjusted the presentation of Christian doctrine to align 
with Confucian values, seeking common ethical ground. 

Ricci also encountered skepticism and surveillance 
from some local officials, who viewed his presence with 
caution and were concerned about foreign influence. As 
a result, he was at times closely monitored and faced 
delays in gaining access to elite circles. 

Nevertheless, Ricci developed a sophisticated strate-
gy for engaging China’s influential scholar-official class. 
He clearly understood that evangelizing in China would 
require winning the trust of those with cultural authority. 
One of his key insights was the recognition of the vast 
epistemological differences between Chinese and 
Western knowledge systems. Traditional Chinese edu-
cation was built on the Confucian canon, emphasizing 
moral cultivation and classical texts. By contrast, West-
ern science relied on empirical observation, mathemat-
ics, and logical proof. 

Ricci bridged these differences by patiently introduc-
ing Western ideas in ways that resonated with Confu-
cian rationalism. Over time, this method succeeded in 
building admiration among the literati, who came to see 
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Ricci not only as a religious figure but also as a serious 
intellectual and scientific scholar. 

Even so, Ricci’s scientific dissemination stirred de-
bates among Chinese scholars about the merits and 
credibility of Western knowledge. While some were in-
trigued and impressed, others remained wary or dis-
missive. This division reflected the cultural shock that 
Western science introduced to the Ming worldview. 

Yet Ricci’s diplomatic and inclusive approach helped 
ease these tensions. His respectful tone and willing-
ness to adapt created a more open intellectual envi-
ronment. As a result, science became a neutral space 
for dialogue between civilizations, rather than a site of 
ideological confrontation. 

Perhaps Ricci’s greatest achievement was showing 
that science could serve as a bridge between cultures. 
His work not only broadened China’s intellectual hori-
zons but also encouraged European scholars to take 
Chinese knowledge seriously. In doing so, Ricci helped 
to launch a new model of mutual exchange based on 
shared curiosity and respect. 

From a practical standpoint, Ricci and other mission-
aries used science to demonstrate the tangible benefits 
of Western knowledge. Their inventions, astronomical 
instruments, and precise calendar calculations ap-
pealed to Chinese officials because they addressed real 
administrative needs. This pragmatic value further rein-
forced the legitimacy of the missionaries’ presence. 

Ultimately, Ricci’s scientific efforts showed that intel-
lectual and cultural exchange did not require either side 
to abandon their identity. Instead, it showed that com-
mon ground could be found through open-minded in-
quiry, shared goals, and mutual respect. 

RICCI’S LEGACY AND HIS INFLUENCE 
ON EASTERN AND WESTERN THOUGHT 

Matteo Ricci’s intercultural work not only had a pro-
found impact on 16th- and 17th-century East-West in-
teraction but also left a legacy that endured through 
later centuries. His efforts shaped intellectual exchange 
between East and West on multiple levels. Through 
religion, science, and culture, Ricci not only laid the 
groundwork for Jesuit missionary activity in China, but 
also influenced Enlightenment thinkers in Europe in 
their understanding of Chinese civilization. In this 
process, he successfully created a bidirectional model 
of cultural dialogue—introducing Confucianism to the 
West and Christianity and Western science to China—
laying the foundation for sustained interaction between 
two great civilizations. 

“Looking back on the history of human development, 
we find that every major advancement in civilization has 
depended on the transmission and fusion of science 
and culture among different nations and peoples. The 
cultural exchange between China and the West in the 
16th century stands as a model in this regard. It not 

only revitalized Chinese civilization but also exposed 
Western thinkers to the appeal of Confucian philosophy. 
Although the initial goals and outcomes of this cultural 
interaction varied, its influence is undeniable. The ‘Ricci 
model’ of East-West cultural exchange became a key 
foundation and bridge for long-term cultural integration” 
(Zeng & Sun, 2013). 

Ricci’s Long-Term Influence in China 
Ricci’s work opened up a new path for Sino-Western 

interaction. His legacy extended beyond the religious 
sphere, influencing science, philosophy, and society. 
The “accommodation strategy” he pioneered became a 
model for Jesuit missionaries in China: by respecting 
and integrating into Chinese cultural and ethical sys-
tems, they could reduce resistance and gain opportuni-
ties for evangelization. 

Later Jesuits followed Ricci’s example, continuing the 
propagation of Christianity and facilitating the introduc-
tion of Western science, technology, and thought to 
China. 

During the late Ming period, Western oil painting en-
tered China through religious imagery—especially de-
pictions of the Virgin Mary (referred to at the time as 
“Heavenly Lord images”). These paintings, with their 
realism, introduced a new artistic language and served 
as carriers of East-West artistic exchange. Though oil 
painting did not become widespread in China at the 
time, it laid the foundation for deeper artistic exchange 
in later periods. 

Ricci’s influence on Chinese oil painting was indirect: 
“If Ricci made any direct contribution to the spread of oil 
painting in China, it was in becoming the subject of the 
first oil portrait painted in China. After Ricci’s death, Je-
suit brother You Wenhui painted a lifelike oil portrait of 
him. The painting not only captured his appearance 
vividly but also incorporated an unmistakable Eastern 
aesthetic. It was arguably the first and most classic oil 
painting made in China by a Chinese artist” (Song, 
2011, p. 226). 

In the late 17th century, Ricci’s cultural accommoda-
tion strategy faced significant opposition during the 
Chinese Rites Controversy. The core issue was 
whether Chinese Christians could continue Confucian 
rites, such as ancestor worship and honoring Confu-
cius. Ricci believed these were cultural, not religious, 
and therefore compatible with Christianity. However, the 
Vatican eventually condemned such practices. As a 
result, the Qing government expelled Jesuits in the 18th 
century. 

Nevertheless, Ricci’s influence endured. His introduc-
tion of Western science laid the groundwork for future 
exchanges. Although works like Elements and Western 
astronomy did not immediately transform Chinese soci-
ety, they created a fertile academic environment for lat-
er movements such as the “Western Learning Spreads 
East” (Xixue Dongjian). 
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By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Chinese 
scholars and reformers increasingly embraced Western 
science and technology, a process that can be traced 
back to Ricci and his fellow Jesuits. 

Moreover, Ricci’s collaboration with the scholar-official 
class had enduring significance. Figures like Xu 
Guangqi and Li Zhizao helped disseminate Western 
ideas among China’s intellectual elite. Even when mis-
sionary activity was curtailed, the seeds Ricci planted in 
science and thought continued to grow. 

In the 19th century, Ricci’s legacy further influenced 
China’s intellectual landscape. During the Qing dy-
nasty’s decline, Chinese reformers recognized the val-
ue of Western science and learning in the face of for-
eign threats. Ricci’s translations and scientific work pro-
vided a historical basis for China’s later attempts at 
modernization. 

In summary, Ricci’s long-term impact in China ex-
tended far beyond the spread of Christianity. Through 
scientific dissemination and cultural adaptation, he 
opened the door to dialogue between Chinese and 
Western civilizations. His contributions provided valu-
able experience for future exchanges and laid a solid 
foundation for China's modernization efforts. 

Ricci’s Influence on Enlightenment Thought 
Ricci’s influence extended beyond China’s intellectual 

circles; his work also played a formative role in the de-
velopment of European Enlightenment thought. Al-
though Ricci lived before the height of the Enlighten-
ment, his writings and accounts of Chinese civilization 
laid an important foundation for that intellectual move-
ment. 

As a Jesuit missionary, Ricci not only immersed him-
self in Chinese society but also conveyed his experi-
ences back to Europe. His most famous work, De 
Christiana Expeditione apud Sinas (The Christian Ex-
pedition to China), written by fellow Jesuit Nicolas Tri-
gault based on Ricci’s letters and reports, offered Eu-
ropean readers a detailed and respectful account of 
Confucianism, Chinese customs, and political institu-
tions. This portrayal stood in stark contrast to earlier 
Eurocentric depictions of non-Western cultures. 

Thanks to Ricci’s work, Enlightenment thinkers began 
to seriously engage with Chinese philosophy, especially 
Confucian ethics. They discovered that a highly devel-
oped moral system could exist independently of Chris-
tianity. This revelation inspired new reflections on the 
nature of virtue, governance, and reason. 

One of Ricci’s most enthusiastic intellectual heirs was 
Voltaire, who admired Confucius and often invoked 
China as a model of rational government and moral 
order. Voltaire viewed Confucianism as a philosophy of 
ethics and social harmony free from religious supersti-
tion, closely aligned with Enlightenment ideals of rea-
son, secular morality, and enlightened absolutism. He 
wrote: “What the Master speaks is reason itself; the 
world is illuminated when hearts are not deceived. Truly 

a sage and not a prophet—trusted by both his people 
and all mankind.” 

In Essai sur les mœurs (Essay on the Customs and 
the Spirit of the Nations), Voltaire praised Chinese soci-
ety’s rational moral system: “Confucian doctrine was 
never tarnished by absurd myths, fierce disputes, or 
bloody civil wars... Let European monarchs admire this 
model, be ashamed by it—and, more importantly, imi-
tate it.” 

Another influential figure was Gottfried Wilhelm Leib-
niz, who believed the East had much to offer Western 
philosophical development. He maintained a strong in-
terest in Chinese thought and once wrote: “I am ready 
to hang a ‘Department of Chinese Affairs’ sign on my 
office door” (Shi, 2010, p. 58). 

Leibniz appreciated Confucianism’s emphasis on 
harmony, social order, and moral cultivation. He argued 
that Confucian rationalism and Christian theism were 
not incompatible, and that the two systems could be 
reconciled through natural reason. 

By introducing Confucian ideas to Europe, Ricci made 
possible a dialogue that would shape the philosophical 
landscape of the Enlightenment. Thinkers like Voltaire 
and Leibniz used Chinese civilization as both inspiration 
and mirror—reconsidering the limitations of their own 
cultures and proposing new ideals grounded in reason, 
tolerance, and cross-cultural respect. 

The Transmission and Dialogue of Confucian 
Thought in the West 

Through his missionary efforts and scholarly writings, 
Matteo Ricci played a foundational role in introducing 
Confucianism to Europe. While he is widely recognized 
for bringing Christianity and Western science to China, 
Ricci also facilitated the reverse flow of knowledge by 
transmitting Chinese philosophical thought—especially 
Confucian ethics—back to the West. 

Ricci’s descriptions of China, along with translations 
and explanations of Confucian texts, allowed European 
thinkers to see that complex, highly developed systems 
of moral philosophy existed outside the Christian world. 
This was a revelation at the time and challenged the 
widespread belief in the exclusivity of Christian ethics. 

His efforts coincided with the rise of the Enlighten-
ment, when European intellectuals were searching for 
rational, secular foundations for society and ethics. 
Confucianism, with its emphasis on virtue, familial duty, 
and governance by moral example, offered an alterna-
tive framework that was both coherent and practical. It 
was especially appealing because it appeared to be 
based on human reason and experience rather than 
religious dogma. 

This fascination with Confucian thought sparked the 
emergence of a philosophical dialogue between East 
and West. Enlightenment thinkers began to reexamine 
the assumptions underlying their own political and 
moral systems through the comparative lens of Chinese 
civilization. 
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France was particularly receptive to Confucian influ-
ence. One notable example was François Quesnay, the 
founder of the Physiocratic school of economics. Ques-
nay admired the Chinese system of meritocratic bu-
reaucracy and Confucian moral philosophy. He praised 
the Analects of Confucius as more profound than the 
teachings of the Greek sages and famously stated: “If 
the peasants are poor, the state is poor; if the state is 
poor, the monarch is poor.” 

Quesnay especially valued the idea that China pro-
moted officials based on civil service examinations 
rather than hereditary privilege. He noted: “The Confu-
cian view that virtue is teachable is nearly absent in the 
West, but it is taken as a given in China” (Shi, 2010, pp. 
60–61). 

“Quesnay’s view reflected that of many Enlightenment 
thinkers, including Voltaire and Leibniz. Thus, it is evi-
dent that the Confucian ideal of harmony between 
Heaven and humanity played an active role in the En-
lightenment’s critique of Church dogma and its promo-
tion of social progress” (Zhou, Wang, & Lan, 2023). 

Ricci’s respectful and intellectually serious treatment 
of Confucianism created the conditions for these inter-
cultural philosophical encounters. His work enabled the 
West not only to learn about China but also to reflect 
critically on itself. In this way, Ricci helped establish 
Confucianism as a global philosophical resource and 
laid the groundwork for enduring dialogue between civi-
lizations. 

Ricci’s Legacy and Lessons for Global Cultural 
Exchange 

Matteo Ricci’s legacy had a significant impact not only 
in his own era but also in shaping the trajectory of fu-
ture global cultural exchanges. His life and work offer 
enduring lessons that are especially relevant in today’s 
world, where cross-cultural communication, globaliza-
tion, and civilizational dialogue are more important than 
ever. 

Ricci’s “accommodation strategy” demonstrated the 
importance of cultural sensitivity, humility, and deep re-
spect when engaging with a foreign civilization. By 
learning the Chinese language, studying Confucian 
classics, and adhering to local customs, Ricci integrat-
ed himself into the Chinese intellectual elite without 
abandoning his religious mission. This approach proved 
far more effective than confrontation or coercion. 

His experience reminds us that cultural exchange is 
not a one-way transmission of ideas but a mutual 
process rooted in dialogue and understanding. Ricci did 
not merely export Western ideas to China; he also 
brought Chinese ideas—particularly Confucian moral 
thought—into the European intellectual sphere. In doing 
so, he created a bidirectional flow of knowledge that 
challenged both civilizations to reconsider their values 
and assumptions. 

This bilateral model of cultural exchange remains a 
valuable framework today. In an increasingly intercon-

nected world, the ability to listen, adapt, and collaborate 
across cultures is essential not only for diplomacy and 
education but also for scientific and technological coop-
eration. Ricci’s work demonstrates that common ground 
can be found even between vastly different world-
views—if approached with openness, curiosity, and mu-
tual respect. 

Ricci’s use of science as a bridge also offers impor-
tant insight. His dissemination of Western astronomy, 
mathematics, and geography appealed to Chinese 
scholars not because of religious content, but because 
these disciplines met practical and intellectual needs. 
Science provided a neutral, credible basis for engage-
ment that helped establish trust and mutual respect. 

In our era of global scientific collaboration, Ricci’s 
model continues to be relevant. Scientific exchange 
often transcends political and ideological boundaries, 
creating opportunities for shared progress and coopera-
tion. Ricci understood this and used it skillfully—not to 
dominate or convert, but to build relationships and fos-
ter understanding. 

Ultimately, Ricci’s legacy lies in his ability to balance 
commitment to his faith with genuine appreciation for 
another culture. He respected Chinese civilization, en-
gaged its thinkers as equals, and sought areas of moral 
and intellectual resonance. His success reminds us that 
meaningful cultural exchange is not about erasing dif-
ference but about embracing it—and using it as a foun-
dation for new insights, mutual growth, and peaceful 
coexistence. 

CONCLUSION 
Matteo Ricci played an indispensable role in the histo-

ry of cultural exchange between China and the West. 
Through his distinctive “accommodation strategy,” he 
succeeded in introducing Christianity to China while 
showing deep respect for and integration into Chinese 
culture. By leveraging scientific knowledge as a bridge, 
Ricci opened channels of dialogue with the Chinese 
scholar-official class. His strategy transcended religious 
boundaries, encompassing a broader dissemination of 
scientific, geographic, and mathematical knowledge, 
and laid the foundation for deep cultural engagement 
between East and West. 

By aligning Christian theology with Confucian ethical 
principles, Ricci demonstrated the potential for the fu-
sion of Eastern and Western thought. His inclusive and 
respectful approach marked him as one of the earliest 
and most effective pioneers of cross-cultural communi-
cation in the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Ricci’s influence extended far beyond China. Through 
his writings, he introduced Confucian philosophy, Chi-
nese ethics, and political thought to Europe, inspiring 
Enlightenment thinkers such as Voltaire and Leibniz. 
His descriptions of China enabled European intellectu-
als to consider non-Christian traditions seriously and to 
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reflect on the nature of morality, governance, and cul-
tural diversity. In doing so, Ricci contributed to a broad-
er rethinking of civilization and human development. 

In the context of modern globalization, Ricci’s experi-
ence offers enduring insight. His method of cultural 
adaptation, scientific diplomacy, and mutual respect 
remains a valuable model for intercultural dialogue to-
day. He showed that productive engagement between 
civilizations requires empathy, intellectual openness, 
and a willingness to find common ground. 

Ultimately, Ricci’s work illustrates that true intercultur-
al communication is not a process of cultural conquest 
or assimilation, but one of respectful exchange, where 
each side learns from the other. In an age where mis-
understanding and cultural conflict still persist, Ricci’s 
example offers a timeless guide for building bridges 
across difference—and for fostering a more connected, 
tolerant, and enlightened world. 
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