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The Encounter of Christianity and Daoism in
Philippe Couplet’s Confucius Sinarum Philosophus

Abstract The book Confucius Sinarum Philosophus', published by the Jesuit
Philippe Couplet in 1687, aimed at spreading Confucian thought and the
Confucian classics in Europe. Its publication caused an enormous sensation and
was highly valued by the King of France, Louis XIV. The description of Chinese
geography, history, and religions, including three important Latin translations of
Confucian works (namely, Ta hio-Liber Primus: Scientiae Sinicae [Daxue), Liber
Secundus: Chum yum [Zhongyong]|, and Liber Tertius: Lun Yu [Lunyul), in
addition to some missionary works of the Jesuits, was of great value for Europe
at the time. Through the publication of this work, Confucianism was successfully
introduced into Europe and treated as an eastern counterpart of the European
Renaissance. The book became a fundamental source for Europeans trying to
understand Chinese culture in the 17" century. In order to evangelize in China,
the Jesuits made an effort to accommodate Confucian thought within Catholicism.
As part of this strategy, Daoism and Buddhism were marginalized and treated
as false philosophies. In spite of this, Philippe Couplet described Daoism in his
Brevis Notitia Sectae: Li lao kiun Philosophi. Although his understanding of
Daoism was not far from that of Matteo Ricci, Couplet, however, did recognize
Lao Zi as a philosopher, something which Ricci never did. This paper focuses on
Couplet’s description of Daoism as a means of investigating the first image of
Daoism transmitted to Europe in the 17" century.

Keywords Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, Daoism, Philippe Couplet, Jesuit
missionaries in China

! The English title of this book: Confircius, the Philosopher of China.
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1 Introduction

To understand the first image of Daoism in Europe, we need to go back to the
17™ century. During that time, the early Catholic missionaries came to China to
evangelize. For this purpose, the missionaries sought out what was compatible
with Catholic doctrine within Chinese culture. The pioneering missionary,
Matteo Ricci, initially allied himself with Buddhism, and then veered towards
Confucianism. There are various explanations of Ricci’s shift towards Confucian
culture. Most scholars accept the argument that Ricci valued Confucian
culture and regarded it as being in many respects different from Daoism and
Buddhism because Confucianism was “represented as being free of superstitious
religiosity” and was more “open to the revelation of the Christian Gospel”
(Clarke 2000, 38). The Jesuits at the time deemed Daoism to be an idolatrous
superstition inspired by the devil, and held that its practice “gave rise to ravings
and delirium” (Clarke 2000, 38). Similar criticism of Daoism came from the pen
of Athanasius Kircher S.J. (1602-1680), Johann Hoornbeck (1617-1666),
Philippe Couplet (1622—-1693), and Charles le Gobien (1653—1708). Athanasius
Kircher characterized Daoism in his 1667 work, China Illustrata, as “full of
abominable falsehoods.” It is a “religion of common people, which practiced
repulsive rituals associated with exorcism, geomancy and longevity” (Clarke
2000, 39). De Conversione Indorum & Gentilium, by Johann Hoornbeck, on the
one hand praised the civilization brought by Confucianism, but on the other hand
sharply criticized superstition in Daoist teachings and practices. In Histoire de
l’édit de I’Empereur de la Chine (1698) Charles le Gobien treated Daoism as a
kind of poison which disturbs “the Chinese way of life with a stream of
magicians, enchanters, and professional crooks ... their search for longevity by
alchemical means is ridiculous” (Mungello 1989, 350-53). The majority of
Jesuits and their peers used negative descriptions to portray Daoism, using terms
such as “superstition,” “exorcism,” “magicians,” “enchanters,” “longevity,” and
“alchemy.” However, along with this negative assess ment, there was another
view of Daoism also propounded by a Jesuit, Philippe Couplet (1623-1693). He
exposed a more nuanced understanding of Daoism to European audiences
through his work Confucius Sinarum Philosophus (1687).

99 2

2 Daoism in Confucius Sinarum Philosophus

Confucius Sinarum Philosophus, edited by Philippe Couplet, Christian Wolfgang
Herdtrich (1625-1684), Francois de Rougemont (1624-1676) and Prospero
Introcetta (1625-1696) was presented with great respect to the King of France,
Louis XIV (1638-1715), in 1687. As the most important Latin text about Chinese
culture in the 17" century, the book was highly valued by Louis XIV and other



The Encounter of Christianity and Daoism 617

European readers of the age. It highlighted not only the high-level of civilization
in Chinese society, which was dominated by Confucianism, but it also initiated
King Louis XIV’s interest in China. As a result of this interest, more missionaries
were sent to China both to acquire information about its culture and to spread the
Christian faith in this curious land.> There is a great deal of literature regarding
this book’s contribution to European intellectual history in Europe. For example,
D.E. Mungello wrote about the last part of the book, Tabula Chronologica
Monarchiae Sinicae, to stress its significance—because it was printed and bound
with Confucius Sinarum Philosophus—and bring it the attention it deserved.’
Also, in his “Seventeenth-Century Jesuit Translation Project of the Confucian
Four Books,” he voiced special concern for the Latin translation of the Daxue.
Another significant article was written by Claudia von Collani: “Philippe
Couplet’s Missionary Attitude towards the Chinese in Confucius Sinarum
Philosophus.” In this article, Collani introduces the brief history of the book and
deals mainly with the second part of the Proémialis Declaratio relevant to “the
problems of Christian mission in China.”* Werner Liihmann’s Konfuzius in Eutin
—Confucius Sinarum Philosophus—Die friiheste lateinische Ubersetzung
chinesischer Klassiker gives a brief impression of the main parts of the work,
including a portrait of Confucius and the landscape of Jesuit missionary work in
China. Relevant references written in Chinese basically follow Western
perspectives and emphasize a general introduction to the work and its Latin
interpretations of Confucianism.’

The works mentioned above all principally emphasize Couplet’s efforts to
successfully transmit Confucianism to Europe, and how he and his collaborators
translated the first three of the Four (Confucian) Books, the Sishu (Su Xu). They
give special consideration to whether these Latin translations were faithful to the
original. In this situation, research interests predispose scholars to be partial to
the Latin descriptions of Confucianism. Thus, as a result, the research on Daoism
in this work is relatively scanty. Besides, most scholars have accepted the
negative description of Daoism as “superstition,” “exorcism,” ‘“sorcery,” or
“heresy.”

Although most researchers noticed that the Jesuits interpreted Daoism

9

2 China was initially called a “curious land” by Mungello (1989).

3 According to Mungello, the Tabula Chronologica Monarchiae Sinicae contains one hundred
and twenty-six pages (plus appendices) (Mugngello 1990, 183ff). Those interested in
Confucius Sinarum Philosophus should at the same time pay attention to this earlier work.

* Collani stresses that Philippe Couplet regarded Matteo Ricci as the ideal missionary for
China, being a person who could get closer to the Chinese literati through his strategy of
accommodation. See von Collani (1990).

> Quite a number of Chinese contributions mention Confitcius Sinarum Philosophus, such as
Li (2007), Pan (2008), and Zhang (2005).
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negatively, they did not, however, investigate the Latin texts of Couplet to
explore deeper facets of Daoism described in the work. Meanwhile, the overall
tenor of the research shows that the Jesuits at that time misapprehended Daoism,
and the scholars followed the Jesuits’ point of view without studying the Latin
descriptions of Daoism. Therefore, a more accurate understanding of Daoism in
Confucius Sinarum Philosophus still requires further investigation.

2.1 Daoism as Superstition

Although the majority of Philippe Couplet’s attention centered on Confucianism,
he also mentioned Daoism, and the way he did so stresses contrasts between the
two schools of thought. He may have done so in order to focus European readers’
eyes on Confucianism, and how it, unlike Daoism, was “free of superstitious
religiosity.” The paragraph about Daoism was divided by Couplet into several
parts. The first part introduces Lao Zi and his “sect,” his words in Chapter
Forty-Two of Dao De Jing as well as his magical alchemy. In the second part,
Couplet describes the story of Emperor Qin Shi Huang and his aspiration to
longevity; the enthusiasm of Emperor Wen of the Han for Daoism; the tale of
Zhang Daoling 5Ki&f% who was the founder of the Way of the Five Pecks of
Rice (Wu Dou Mi Dao 1.2}>Kif) and who spread the teachings of “Celestial
Master Daoism™ (Tianshi dao KJiii).° The third part concerns Daoism in the
Song Dynasty, where it is integrated with the local tradition of folk religion,
spirit mediums (wu #%), and a new class of non-ordained ritual experts known as
fashi 7). Through this integration, the “converted” local deities came into the
bureaucratically organized Daoist pantheon, leading to the emergence of new
exorcist rituals, including the Celestial Heart Rites and the Thunder Rites. In the
last part, Philippe Couplet commented that his understanding of Daoism is based
on the descriptions made by missionaries in China as well as influenced by their
strategy of accommodating Confucianism.

We gradually see Couplet’s treatment of Daoism as a kind of superstition in
the paragraph titled “Brevis Notitia Sectae. Li lao kiun Philosophi, ejusque
Sectariorum, quos in Sinis Tao Su vocant.”” In this title, there are two
dimensions showing Couplet’s understanding and interpretation of Daoism. On
one hand, he named Lao Zi a “Philosopher” (Philosophi), on the other, he

® Zhang Daoling is also called the Ancestral Celestial Master or Zhengyi Zhenren F—A.
Together with Ge Xuan, Xu Xun, and Sa Shoujian, they are called the “Four Celestial
Masters.” Zhang mainly practiced ways of achieving longevity.

” The words in italics are written identically in the original. See Couplet (1687, XXIV). The
meaning of this title should be translated as “Short Introduction to the Philosopher Li Laojun
and his Followers, called in China Daoshi.” The English translation is by Thierry Meynard S.J.
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pointed out that Lao Zi was regarded as the founder of religious Daoism,
indicated by those words “Li lao kiun” (Li Lao Jun Z=£7}) and “Tao Su” ().
These two understandings of Lao Zi are paralleled once again in the later parts.
To clarify my argument, I will first discuss the part related to Couplet’s
understanding of Daoism as “superstition.”

In his Brevis Notitia, Couplet used several stories to present the origin of
Daoism and its development, which were considered to be superstition by the
Western missionaries of the 17th century. I have selected two passages for
discussion. The first is a story about Emperor Qin Shi Huang searching for
longevity:

It is also widely believed that he was the founder and creator of this art
alchemy. Finally, he was to become the teacher of many. It is beyond
controversy that many of the people who were, or claimed to be, his disciples
after so many centuries were in fact vicious and evil men, being the inventors,
or at least, the propagators of alchemy in China. Indeed, many of them
practiced sorcery under the emperor Shi Huang of the fourth dynasty Qin, this
famous adversary of the literati who ordered almost all the books to be burnt.
As a result, he allowed himself to be convinced by the magicians and by the
fake disciples of Li Laojun to be given a portion of immortality, called
Changshengyao, which when drunk could supposedly grant a human being
eternal life. He ordered it to be sought throughout the islands. (Couplet 1687,
XXV)?

In this description of Emperor Qin Shi Huang’s search for longevity, Couplet
illustrates the ideas that are combined with “superstition” such as artis magicae
(the inventors, or at least, the propagators of alchemy); immortalitatis
pharmacum (a portion of immortality, called Changshengyao), and perennem
vitam mortalibus (to grant a human being eternal life). These ideas are
principally irreconcilable with the Christian faith, because the longevity sought

¥ For the English translation, please see Meynard (2011, 112). The Latin text for this part is as
follows:

“Caeterum qualiscunque demum Magister ipse fuerit, hoc quidem extra controversiam est,
post aliquot deinde saecula multos eorum qui discipuli illius erant, aut esse mentiebantur,
pravos ac perditos homines extitisse, quippe artis Magicae vel inventores inter Sinas, vel
certe propagatores, Etenim quamvis haud desint qui Magiae ducant initium ab Imperatore
quartae Familiae ¢in xi hoam ti dicto, famoso illo literatorum hoste, adeoque & librorum
quos propé omnes concremari jussit; propterea quod is a Magis & impostoribus discipulis
dicti Li-Lao-Kiun persuaderi sibi passus sit, immortalitatis pharmacum revera dari (Cham
Sem yo dictum) potum videlicet qui perennem vitam mortalibus conciliaret, quem proinde per
insulas conquiri jussit.”
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by Emperor Qin Shi Huang is connected with the immortality of the physical
body in contrast to being a spiritual gift acquired through the resurrection of
Jesus Christ.”

Another passage pertinent here concerns the story of Zhang Daoling and his
disciples. After he and his disciples adopted the teachings of Lao Zi, they
transformed them into religious Daoism by combining them with magic, idolatry,
and exorcism. This form of Daoism was unendurable for the missionaries.

...there was Zhang Daoling, though from a different school. His followers
after him spread his diabolical tricks far and wide ... The Daoist priests regard
them as gods and call them Xianren or immortals ... Indeed, under the dynasty
of the Tang emperor, superstition and nonsense have graced the ministers of
this sect with the honorific title of Tianshi, or “Teacher of Heaven.” The
founder of this dynasty even consecrated a temple to the idol Laojun. (Couplet
1687, XXV) '

In this text, Couplet used many terms to indicate his negative attitude to Daoism.
He criticized the idolatry of the Tang family, who honored Zhang Daoling and his
disciples, as “superstition” and “insanity,” and furthermore he treated the
construction and preservation of the temple of Lao Kiun (Lao Jun) as
consecrating Lao Zi as a pagan god, which directly goes against the monotheism
of Christianity.11

From these two stories, we know that Couplet is referring to the Jesuit
missionaries in China who opposed Daoism. According to his understanding,
Daoism was based on the thought of Lao Zi, which later degenerated and took on
the character of heresy—“figuras Heresiarchae” (Couplet 1687, XXVI). Lao Zi’s
purely philosophical thought became mixed with (contaminated by) popular
religion, superstition, and dubious exorcism, all of which is counter to
Christian faith.

° As to eternal life, there are many references in the Bible. John 1 provides a good example.
John 5:11-5:13: “And this is the testimony: God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.
Whoever possesses the Son has life; whoever does not possess the Son of God does not have
life. I write these things to you so that you may know that you have eternal life, you who
believe in the name of the Son of God.” See the website of United States Conference of
Catholic Bishops: http://usccb.org/

10 «__ille Cham tao lin; cujus deinde posteri diabolicas artes longé latéque divulgarunt ..
hoc est, immortales vocitant ... Et quidem Sectae hujus Ministros perhonorifico titulo Tien Su,
id est, caelestis Magistri Imperorum sub Familid Tam superstitio & insania decoravit. Cujus
quidem familiae conditor Templum Lao Kiun, velut idolo consecravit” (Couplet 1687, XXV).
' Although Philippe Couplet did not mention the monotheism of Christianity in his Latin text,
it should nonetheless clearly be implied in view of Christian dogma.
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2.2 Daoism as Philosophy

Although Couplet chiefly regarded Daoism as superstition or heresy in his
description, he nonetheless tried to provide another approach to understanding
Daoism. In this respect he was obviously different from most other missionaries
at that time. As J.J. Clarke wrote in The Tao of the West, some Jesuits in the 17th
century did obtain an understanding of the history of Daoism and “formed an
admiration for the Daodejing” (Clarke 2000, 38). At the beginning of Section
XX1V, Brevis Notitia Sectae, Couplet introduces Lao Zi as a philosopher and
describes the legends concerning him.

In order to present a substantial introduction, we have to inform the Reader
that the founder of this sect is a philosopher commonly called Li Laojun, alias
Bo Yang, or Lao Dan. He belongs to the same period as Confucius, though is a
little bit his senior. There is a fable that, after having been carried 81 years in
his mother’s womb, he finally made a way out by himself and burst into the
world from her left side. (Couplet 1687, XXIV) '?

Besides recounting various legends about Lao Zi, Couplet attempted to
approach Lao Zi’s philosophy. He translated and explained the prominent
Chapter Forty-Two, “Dao Sheng Wan Wu” &% /%) (Dao Produces All Things).
In his description, he mentiones that Lao Zi’s philosophical wisdom was treated
as “nobilissimum Philosophiae suae axioma” (as the most important axiom of his

12 «Ut ueberiorem notitiam Lectori demus sciendum est, Authorem Sectae hujus extitisse
Philosophum Li lao kiun vulgo dictum alias Pe yam, vel lao tan. Coaevus hic fuit Confucio
tametsi hoc aliquanto senior: fabulantur autem, post annos unum & octoginta, quam eum
sua mater utero gestaverat, tandem ex sinistro hujus latere vid sibi factd prorupisse in
lucem” (Couplet 1687, XXIV). The two legends have their historical sources, although they
might not be very plausible. The former legend has its origin in Ge Hong’s (283—-343)
Shenxian Zhuang (Biographies of Divine Immortals), and was then cited by Zhang Shou Jie
Jk<¢ 7 in his Shiji Zhengyi ®:ic1E X. The latter legend originates in the Shiji, which
records the legend of Lao Zi, to whom Confucius came asking about the rites. Couplet’s
version of these two legends show variations from their sources. The first difference in the
description lies in “Coaevus hic fuit Confucio tametsi hoc aliquanto senior,” which presents
Lao Zi as senior to Confucius, but, in fact, points out neither the important relationship of
Lao Zi to Confucius nor Lao Zi’s prominent role as a philosopher of that age. The other
difference is that Couplet used the legend from the Shiji Zhengyi, but did not indicate the
exact part of the body from which Lao Zi was born. Couplet might have understood the
legend that Lao Zi was in his mother’s womb for eighty-one years was surely unbelievable
to Western missionaries. Although the Legend described that Lao Zi was born after
eighty-one years in his mother’s womb, but Couplet still recognized Lao Zi as a Philosopher
(hujus extitisse Philosophum Li lao kiun).
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philosophy)."?

The citation, used by Couplet, is from Chapter Forty-Two of the Daodejing. One
possible English translation is: “The Tao produced One; One produced Two; Two
produced Three; Three produced All things.”"* Couplet wrote an exposition and
made comments on this text:

This, the pronouncement of a man, is quite ambiguous and obscure, as the
maxims of the Ancients usually are. Yet one thing is certain: he was aware of a
kind of first and supreme deity. However, his understanding was flawed in as
much he conceived of the deity as corporeal though ruling over all other
deities, like a king rules over his vassals. It is widely believed that he was the
founder and creator of the art of alchemy. (Couplet 1687, XXIV)"

In Couplet’s opinion, what Lao Zi wrote about the Dao, which was then
developed by his followers, is ambiguous and obscure. Although Lao Zi’s
thought somehow touched the divinity (“Numen”) in which Jesuit missionaries
were interested, his ideas about the divinity were interpreted by Couplet as
material. Thus, they were seen to be obviously incompatible with Christianity. In
this passage, Couplet’s description did not contribute to clarifying the different
understandings of the idea of “divinity” in Daoism and Christianity. What he
proclaimed was that Lao Zi’s words were, for him, obscure; his expositions
seemed also not to provide many possibilities for the European reader to
understand philosophical Daoism more deeply. In his time, the missionaries were
confronted with a real challenge in finding compatible counterparts of Christian
faith in Chinese culture which would ease their goal of evangelizing China. They
felt compelled to reject Daoism and Buddhism, but were able to find in
Confucianism a more likely source of compatibility with Christianity. The
strategy of accommodation educated them about many aspects of Chinese culture.
Although Confucianism more efficiently served their purposes, they continued to
interact with Daoism in everyday life and through writings.

B “Tuo sem ve, Ye sem ulh, Ulh sem san, San sem van ve, id est, Lex, sive ratio produxit unum,
unum produxit duo, duo produxerunt tria, tria produxerunt omnia” (Couplet 1687, XXIV).

' Those words were translated by James Legge. See Legge (1997, 39).

15" Quod hominis pronunciatum, quamvis ambiguum sit atque obscurum, uti feré illa priscorum
oracula esse solent; una res tamen certa est, primi ac supremi cujusdam Numinis habuisse
notitiam, quamquam aberrantem revera notitiam, ut qui existimarit, Numen esse corporeum,
tametsi aliis quoque Numinibus, ceu Regem suis clientibus, dominari fateretur. Eum artis
quoque Chimicae Principem atque Autorem fuisse passim tradunt (Couplet 1687, XXIV).
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3 Conclusion

Couplet’s writings about Daoism are somewhat pejorative. For example, Daoism
is a kind of “superstition”: it is heretical—involved in “exorcism,” “alchemy,”
and the search for “longevity.” All of these features are indeed part of the
historical character of Daoism during the period. Missionaries in the 17" century
urgently needed to present their faith within Chinese culture, and therefore had to
attempt to understand it. Following this, Daoism was marginalized and even
excluded from missionary accommodation. In the last part of his remarks,
Couplet expressed his standpoint by saying:

From the beginning of the China Mission, we ourselves have constantly
undertaken to eradicate thoroughly all these ancient and current practices. We
have attempted this through the counsel and encouragement of the Christian
scriptures. (Couplet 1687, XXVI)'®

With the description of “ut omnes omnino tam priscae,” Couplet implied that all
“these ancient and current practices” which were engaged in by Lao Zi’s
followers were heresy. What the missionaries aimed at accomplishing in their
missionary work was to “exstirpare” (to extirpate, that is, to uproot) this cult of
heresy— Daoism—entirely.

What was affirmed by Couplet in his conclusion indicates the predicament of
Daoism in 17th century Europe. The misunderstanding of Daoism by
missionaries in China was an obstacle to a correct appreciation of Daoism.
Although philosophical Daoism and religious Daoism have something in
common, the two are actually dissimilar,'” and in the time of Couplet it might
have been difficult for the missionaries to distinguish these two forms clearly.
Although Couplet mostly understood Daoism to be a kind of “superstition,” he
was potentially aware of the two basic aspects of Daoism: philosophical and
religious. His exposition of Daoism had a marked influence on the later
missionaries’ understanding of Daoism. In his Confucius Sinarum Philosophus
he takes up the Jesuit method of accommodation, but he has made clear his wish
to root out and remove Daoism.

1S Nos certé ab ipsis Sinicae Missionis exordiis hoc semper egimus, ut omnes omnino tam
priscae, quam hujus aetatis observationes penitus extirparemus;, & idem Christianorum
quoque Scriptorum nostro consilio atque hortatu conatus fuit (Couplet 1687, XXVI).

7 In the Encyclopedia of Daoism (EZKE Y (Daojiao Da Cidian), it is pointed out that
Philosophical Daoism and Religious Daoism could not be treated as the same, p.1. Although
the distinction between Philosophical Daoism and Religious Daoism is clear for the
researchers in Chinese world. In Europe, especially from a sinologist’s point of view, it is still
hard to make clear distinction between them. See Kohn (2000, xi-xii).
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