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Reflections on the Missionary Sinology — Selected Examples
(Michael Boym, Hyacinth Bichurin, Franz Biallas)

Christian missionaries undoubtedly played an important role in the meeting between the
Chinese and Western culture and in the transfer of knowledge and ideas between China and the
West. The history of sinology highlights in particular the merits of the Jesuits in 16-18 c., as “proto-
sinologists” in the study of Chinese language and culture. This missionary “proto-sinology,” was
often confronted with the later academic sinology, subsequent developed in Europe from the
beginning of the 19 c.., with a higher level of accumulated knowledge and scholarly methods. This
comparison, combined with the criticism of supposed missionary bias in the sinological research,
caused sometimes that missionary sinology was considered as immature and subjective.

In fact, the research on Chinese culture was done by Christian missionaries in various
periods, at different stages of sinological studies, and should be considered an integral part of the
research on the Chinese culture. In the last years, the missionary sinology has developed into a new
field of studies including a wide range of relevant topics in the dialogue of Chinese culture and
Christianity, and showing the specific characteristics of the sinological research in this regard. The
limits of missionary sinology have not yet been clearly defined, and because of that her temporal,
personal and thematic frames are defined and understood in a different way by various scholars.

The present contribution reveals some problems of defining of the missionary sinology by
the example of three missionaries from different countries and epochs: the Polish Jesuit Michael
Boym (1612-1659) — investigator of Chinese flora and the envoy of the Chinese emperor; the
Russian Orthodox missionary lakinf Bichurin (1777-1853) — the father of Russian Sinology; and
German priest Franz Biallas (1878-1936) — the founder of the sinological journal at the Fu Jen
University in Beijing. Through presenting their approach to the Chinese culture and their
contribution to the research on China it is intended to understand better the meaning of the
missionary sinology.
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