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Scientific and Ritual Studies: Astronomy of Ancient Greece and China
Wu Guosheng

( Department of Philosophy, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: Both ancient Greece and China were advanced in astronomy, but with great difference in
disciplinary nature. Greek astronomy was a scientific study, while Chinese astronomy was a ritual study. The
Greeks held that the Heaven and the Earth were essentially different. The Heavens were noble, eternal and
constant, thus being the appropriate object of pure knowledge. Greek astronomy set itself the main tasks of
handling the apparent irregular motion of planets, and formulating the rules behind these apparent irregular
motions through the superposition of circles. This motivation to “save the phenomena” actually determined that
Greek astronomy was a study devoted to the position of planets, and in essence it was nothing more than
applied spherical geometry. Chinese culture had a tradition of respecting and revering the Heaven. In Chinese
culture, the Heaven was a supreme celestial being with its own will and emotion. Human beings could not
fully understand what the Heaven was, and what they could do was just to respect and follow the Heaven’ s
law. To follow the rules of the Heaven constituted the basis of Chinese culture and the ultimate reason of
individual’ s behaviors. Therefore, the observation and the study of astronomical phenomena were considered
by the Chinese as the most important thing in social life. The main task of Chinese astronomy was to carefully
observe, record and explain these astronomical phenomena. Chinese astronomy was simply a natural history of
the Heaven, a hermeneutics of stars in the sky, a political astrology, an ethic code of everyday life, and an
important component part of Chinese traditional culture, rather than a scientific study.

Key words: scientific study, ritual study, Greece, astronomy
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