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A Review of Studies on Li Zhizao’s Translation Thought: With Reference
to the Translation of Philosophical Terms in Mingli Tan
Mengyu Ma
Tianjin Foreign Studies University
Abstract: This paper reviews existing scholarship on Li Zhizao’s translation thought, drawing out his core positions on three
dimensions: the purposes of translation, the principles that guide it, and his notion of chuangyi (“creative translation”). It
then takes Mingli Tun, a work Li co-translated with the Portuguese Jesuit Francisco Furtado, as a case study to examine how
philosophical terms were rewritten in Chinese under the division of labour between yiyi (“delivering the sense”) and daci
(“shaping the wording”). While prior studies have tended to focus on appraising Li’s contributions, relatively little attention
has been paid to connecting his stated views with his actual translation practice. The evidence in Mingli Tan shows that Li
began with transliteration and moved to free translation, drawing on Confucian vocabulary to clarify the original meaning.
This pattern reflects a form of cultural mediation by late-Ming literati in their engagement with Western learning, and offers a
useful reference for further research on scientific and technological translation in the Ming—Qing period.
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