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The Introduction of Western Cosmology and the Invention of Earth’s rotation in
East Asia
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This paper examines the materials left behind by several Confucian scholars
in China and Joseon from the 17th to 19th centuries who proposed the idea of
Earth's rotation. It aims to clarify the process of thought through which they
arrived at this concept.

From the early 17th century, the Western cosmological model of concentric
celestial spheres, introduced into East Asia by Jesuits, became widely known to
Confucian intellectuals in China and Joseon. Within this cosmological
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framework, two notions in particular were perceived as shocking to East Asian
Confucian scholars: one was the argument that the celestial sphere was a solid
and rigid structure; the other was that the celestial sphere was unimaginably vast
in scale.

Confucian intellectuals in East Asia, grounded in the cosmology of gi (# ),
criticized and rejected the first argument. However, they accepted the second—
that the universe was enormously vast—as an astronomical fact. Yet, once they
accepted the vast scale of the universe, doubts arose about the Western theory of
celestial motion, which claimed that the entire heavenly spheres rotate once every
day. The speed required for such rotation was deemed incomprehensible.

As a result, several Confucian scholars in China and Joseon proposed the
idea of “Earth’s rotation” as an alternative to “heaven’s rotation.” Key figures
who contributed to this idea included Huang Daozhou (% ig % , 1585-1646) in
China, and Yi Ik (% /¥, 1681-1763), Kim Seok-mun ( £ 4¥ ~ , 1658-1731), Hong
Dae-yong (i =~ %, 1731-1783), and Jeong Yak-jeon (7 & 43, 1758-1816) in
Joseon.
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