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A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers using the search items ‘Cosmology’ and ‘Culture’.  The two papers chosen are Richard Payne, ‘Cosmology and the Expansion of the Iranian Empire, 502-628 CE’, Past & Present, No. 220 (August 2013), pp 3-33, and Junping Liu and Deyuan Huang, ‘The Evolution of Tianxia Cosmology and Its Philosophical Implications’, Frontiers of Philosophy in China, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Dec., 2006), pp. 517-538.   While both articles focus on different spans of time, engage with different writing styles, and draw on diverse evidence, the authors share the perspective that cultural context, empathy, and knowledge of cultural perspectives is necessary for a more sensitive and accurate representation of history.
Liu and Huang’s article, as the title suggests, concerns the philosophical and practical changes in the notion of ‘Tianxia’ over time – a highly-nuanced Chinese theory of the cosmos in which individuals actively engage with their surroundings and adhere to strictly defined social roles in order to maintain harmony throughout the universe. The authors posit that the ways in which Tianxia manifests is adjusted over time and the meaning reconstructed.  Because of its flexibility and inclusivity in meaning, it has maintained its status as the source of a moral, ethical, social, and political framework that is shown throughout China’s rich and multifaceted history and will continue to serve China’s position in an ever-expanding global environment.
Liu and Huang’s focus on the development of China’s concept of the cosmos and how it relates to or reflects cultural change is mostly circumscribed to the nation’s boundaries but encompasses an extensive span of time.  Richard Payne, however, focuses on how Zoroastrian cosmology was used to wield power over rival empires specifically during 502-628 BC and expand Iran’s own empire, culture, and ideas.  Similar to the fulfillment of one’s personal role in Tianxia to realize the natural order in the universe, Zoroastrianism dictates that individuals (particularly, but not exclusively, aristocrats) have particular roles to play, not in maintaining order as in Tianxia, but to facilitate the re-emergence of the harmony existent at creation.   Payne proposes that the goal of expansion is synonymous with the goal of achieving this primordial harmony.  He says of this dual goal ‘the world was on the march towards the end of time, when the cosmos would be restored to its originally pure and peaceful state’, and through the aristocracy’s observation of their primary role in regaining universal harmony ‘Zoroastrian thought provided paradigms for political action in the late antique Iranian empire’, justifying its symbolic and military expansion.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Payne, Richard, ‘Cosmology and the Expansion of the Iranian Empire, 502-628 CE’, Past & Present, No. 220 (August 2013), p 10. ] 

In order to make the argument for cosmology’s direct influence on the Iranian empire’s expansion and the misgivings of translation, Payne lends a critique on the way this same issue of Iran’s growth has previously been examined.  He proposes a cultural translation problem, citing that ‘Christian terminology and incautiously considered comparisons with the later Roman empire’ do disservice to efforts in cultural and political understanding of Zoroastrianism, instead suggesting that ‘a shift of emphasis towards cosmology will contribute to a recovery of the discourses, practices and possibilities of what was a distinctively Zoroastrian political culture’.[footnoteRef:2]  In a critique of sources, he furthers this idea  by illuminating the western privileging of Roman and Christian historians – Pseudo Joshua the Stylite, Procopius, and John Malalas are specifically mentioned – who read history through a specific lens which highlighted the values of their own culture and used those values to interpret the actions, languages, and politics of another, effectively ignoring the diverse pool of perspective surrounding them.  Liu and Huang offer the same argument for the shortcomings of cultural translation.  The example they give to support this argument is linguistic, using the Chinese word “tian”.  This word is teeming with cultural nuances which lend it a multitude of definitions that exist simultaneously in one utterance.  Among other things, it can mean Heaven, creator of morals and the natural world, sky, and fortuitous destiny. [footnoteRef:3] When translated into English by British Sinologist, Arthur Waley, the multifaceted nature of the word was lost, transcribed merely as “Heaven”.[footnoteRef:4]  Without cultural familiarity, according to these authors, the subtleties of meaning and authenticity are concealed. [2:  Payne, Richard, ‘Expansion of the Iranian Empire’, p 8.]  [3:  Liu, Junping and Huang, Deyuan, ‘The Evolution of Tianxia Cosmology and Its Philosophical Implications’, Frontiers of Philosophy in China, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Dec., 2006), p 524-25. ]  [4:  Ibid. 525] 

In an effort to more accurately represent Iran’s cultural history, Payne utilizes symbolic evidence, providing the example of “tributes” (payments of gold) to the Iranian empire from Rome.  Although these transactions are, according to Payne, corroborated by both Iranian and Roman historical documents, the reasons for these tributes are explained largely through a western viewpoint which has a limited scope of awareness in regards to Iranian culture and Zoroastrianism.  The commonly accepted explanation for these tributes given by western historians is that Rome paid them in order to fend off Iranian military invasion. Payne suggests, however, that from the perspective of the Iranian empire, whose responsibility it was to achieve Zoroastrian primordial harmony, its threats of invasion were merely facades.  Its objective was not to conquer, but to manipulate other empires into compliance in order to safeguard its own supremacy.  Reinforcing his argument, Payne points out that these tributes were often very small sums of worth, sums ‘hardly sufficient to have palpable effects on the fiscal welfare’ of Iran.[footnoteRef:5]  Instead, these tributes were symbols of power and prestige, signs of its authoritative centrality in the universe and its efforts toward the harmony it endeavoured to restore. [5:  Payne, Richard, ‘Expansion of the Iranian Empire’, p 12.] 
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Liu and Huang also summon symbolic evidence, but of a different sort.  The symbolism they call upon is linguistic.  Tianxia, according to Liu and Huang, has a rich history of diverse meaning which ‘not only denotes a geographical and spatial meaning, but also implies the moral construct of metaphysics’.[footnoteRef:6]  In addition to its establishment of moral and social codes, the etymological changes in “Tianxia” concomitantly reflect the social, political, and global changes occurring within and without the country.  Much like tributes to the Iranian empire, it is a word which invokes China’s position at the center of the universe, but also extends this meaning to signify China as the universe itself.  It creates a hierarchical structure from the lofty matter of the universe down to its creatures while simultaneously presenting each piece of the cosmos as a vital thread sewn into a seamless fabric, the integrity of which relies on unfaltering adherence to the established order. This reflective (and reflexive) change in the meaning of “Tianxia” is not unlike Terry Eagleton’s observation of the same behavior in the word “culture”.  In his The Idea of Culture, Eagleton says of the word that its change in meaning over time ‘thus charts with its semantic unfolding humanity’s own historic shift from rural to urban existence’.[footnoteRef:7]  Similarly, Liu and Huang present the argument that the semantic changes in “Tianxia” ‘manifest the historical processes of  [6:  Liu, Junping and Huang, Deyuan, ‘Evolution of Tianxia Cosmology’, p 517.]  [7:  Eagleton, Terry, The Idea of Culture, Blackwell Publishers Ltd (2000), p 1.] 


		
modern China evolving from “tianxia” to a modern nation-state’. [footnoteRef:8]  Through this example, Liu and Huang illuminate how a full scope of meaning and history presents itself when the cultural intricacies of a language and, by extension, a people are understood.  [8:  Liu, Junping and Huang, Deyuan, ‘Evolution of Tianxia Cosmology’, p 517.] 

The arguments presented in both articles offer two different paths to cultural and historical understanding.  Payne’s writing is conventional.  It strives to give the reader exact chronological context, naming precise dates in a matter-of-fact language which provides clarity and purpose.  When speaking of a particular event or person, the defeat of Roman forces in Roman Anatolia, for example, a date is noted for reference, 502 CE.[footnoteRef:9]  One absorbs information easily and concisely and builds a concept of Zoroastrian culture through an Iranian lens.  Conversely, Liu and Huang avoid distinctions of time, instead choosing to use often folkloric language to tell of significant people, places, and events.  The use of phrases like ‘in time immemorial of the tribal ages’ not only evokes storytelling traditions, but is also a reflection of the boundless time and space of Tianxia’. [footnoteRef:10]   It is a kind of scholarly metastory.  In lieu of exact dates, stories are used to construct a timeline and imbue a deeper sense of Chinese culture and cosmology. [9:  Payne, Richard,  ‘Expansion of the Iranian Empire’, p 3.]  [10:  Liu, Junping and Huang, Deyuan, ‘Evolution of Tianxia Cosmology’, p 520] 

These authors make intentional choices in how they engage with information and writing styles – in how they interact with the reader.  Regardless of the way information is conveyed, the evidence and ideas throughout these articles reveal the heart of these authors’ shared belief.  More thorough and empathetic cultural understanding bridges the gaps of cultural ignorance in historical narratives, providing a more complete, inclusive, and accurate representation of historical events. 
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