9 Conclusion—
Beyond Transculturality

According to Frank Perlin’s meticulously argued study City Intelligible:
A Philosophical and Historical Anthropology of Global Commoditisa-
tion before Industrialisation (2020), the historical situation described
above can be understood as a Babel-like complexity. Perlin employs
this metaphor to highlight the ultimately insurmountable cultural dif-
ferences or, as others would argue, the deeply intertwined nature of
transculturality.

As I (AM) have discussed in detail elsewhere,®’ the concept of
transculturality offers a valuable framework for moving beyond the
notion of “pure” nations, cultures, religions, languages, social groups,
objects and artefacts, images, concepts, or practices (rituals). This is
because all these domains are intricately linked and entangled through
transcultural interactions. There are specific contexts and individuals
that serve as particularly fertile ground for observing and understand-
ing these entangled forms of cultural exchange and interaction, which
aligns with the situation described above. These contexts include fron-
tiers, marketplaces, harbours, and metropoles, as well as individuals
who act as cultural intermediaries or middlemen such as diplomats,
missionaries, travellers, traders, interpreters, tricksters, or migrants.
Even in the absence of such specialised locations, situations, or indi-
viduals, transculturality consistently reveals the interconnected aspects
of cultural phenomena.

Indeed, transculturality allows us to move beyond essentialist
perspectives and rigidly boxed classifications. However, it raises the
question of how we can understand transculturality without treating
“culture” as a fixed entity. The response to this question lies in adopt-
ing a methodological approach to transculturality that challenges the
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notion of culture as a separate and delineated entity. Instead of focus-
ing on fixed boundaries, we explore the interplay of strategies and
discourses that are conceptually intertwined. Cultures and cultural
phenomena are understood to exist in a state of constant relationship,
where the conceptual boundaries are porous, open, and fluid. This per-
spective acknowledges the dynamic and interconnected nature of cul-
tural phenomena, emphasizing their ongoing process of interaction and
mutual influence.

This approach inevitably presents a paradox: if all culture is trans-
cultural, then transculturality becomes conceptually redundant. Alter-
natively, to analyse what is transcultural, one must separate units whose
existence, from a methodological perspective, must be denied due to
their transcultural contingency.

Perlin’s intriguing theory may provide a key to resolving this para-
dox, which has been a central concern in transcultural studies. Trans-
culturality as a default mode does not abandon the idea of uncovering
the various cultural strands that contribute to transcultural entangle-
ments. Rather, it recognises the complexity inherent in such interac-
tions. Perlin takes this complexity seriously, viewing it as a research
problem rather than something to be overcome. As a result, he suggests
turning away from the

old ideal of ‘simplicity’ as knowledge and virtue, towards the
idea of the complex: to complexity as problem and subject of
description and comprehension in its own right, no longer then
as the inconvenient contingency of a too detailed reality that
must and can be avoided by science and method.>*

According to Perlin’s perspective, it would be inadequate to perceive
the intricate complexity in Nepal, southwest China, and Tibet during
the 1860s as a disorganised premodern state awaiting transformation
through the imposition of “modern” economic, political, and admin-
istrative structures. Instead, he suggests transcending the traditional
conceptual boundaries associated with territory, ethnicity, language,
politics, and other prevailing notions.

The concepts of a tributary state, independence, sovereignty, subor-
dination, suzerainty, and vassalage play a prominent role in the mate-
rial discussed in this book. These categories have been extensively

538 Perlin 2020, 75.



9 Conclusion—Beyond Transculturality — 203

utilised in fields such as political science, history, and other disciplines
to establish theoretical frameworks. The primary focus has been on
the stability and continuity of the tributary system as a concept that
contributes to maintaining border stability, power equilibrium, prin-
ciples of international law, diplomatic relations, and the prevention of
conflicts or wars.

However, it needs more historical and cultural sensitivity in under-
standing international relations because they must be embedded in the
respective cultural and historical worldviews without simply being
juxtaposed to each other. Studies on international relations are often
state-focused, Eurocentric, ahistorical and influenced by rational choice
models. The political scientist Zhou Fangyin, for instance, sees states
as rational actors driven by material interests and the tributary system
of China as the “the result of rational choice and strategic interaction
among China and its neighbouring states.”>*° Likewise, the historian
Tsiang T’ing-fu argues that the tributary system was based on a dogma
of suzerainty that rules out any form of equality:

that national security could only be found in isolation and stip-
ulates that whoever wished to enter into relations with China
must do so as China’s vassal, acknowledging the supremacy of
the Chinese Emperor and obeying his commands, thus ruling
out all possibility of international intercourse on terms of equal-
ity. It must not be construed to be a dogma of conquest or uni-
versal dominion, for it imposed nothing on foreign peoples who
chose to remain outside the Chinese world. It sought peace and
security, with both of which international relations were held
incompatible. If relations there had to be, they must be of the
suzerain-vassal type, acceptance of which meant to the Chinese
acceptance of the Chinese ethic on the part of the barbarian....
It must not be assumed that the Chinese Court made a profit out
of ... tribute. The imperial gifts bestowed in return were usually
more valuable than the tribute.>*

A more nuanced understanding of international relations requires his-
torical and cultural sensitivity, recognizing the need to situate them
within their respective cultural and historical contexts rather than
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simply juxtaposing different concepts. Traditional studies on interna-
tional relations have often been focused on the nation-state, influenced
by Eurocentric perspectives, devoid of historical analysis, and driven
by rational choice models.

However, to ascertain the endurance and adaptability of guiding
worldviews and the institutions built upon them, it is essential to con-
sider the specific (trans)cultural contexts. In the Han-Chinese under-
standing of the Qing dynasty, Nepal was indeed considered a tribu-
tary state, although it may not have occupied a prominent or regular
position in the Tianxia or “all under heaven” concept (X F) rooted in
the Confucian worldview of cultural and moral supremacy and politi-
cal sovereignty, which perceives the universe as a harmonious whole.
According to this ancient system, China and the Emperor, as the “son
of heaven,” are positioned at the centre of the world. Other peoples and
states are concentrically arranged around this centre as

“inner” barbarians (more sinicized) and ‘outer’ barbarians (less
sinicized). All “uncivilized” barbarians could become ‘civi-
lized’ barbarians, if they are willing to be ‘transformed’. (...)
Evolving from this discourse is a rigid dichotomy in Imperial
China’s conceptualization of its relationship with other peoples
and political entities; a relationship of super-ordination and sub-
ordination as a system of co-existence between the Chinese and
the non-Chinese world in full compliance with the Confucian
assumptions of cosmic harmony.>*!

Meanwhile, The Qing tributary system of audience and tribute payment
(chao-jin W%l and gong-shu i) was manifold and cosmopolitan.>*
The Manchus used less often the term “barbarian” than the Chinese, as
we can also see from the sources.’* For them, it was more complex than
the traditional Han-Chinese Confucian model. The Manchu Dynasty
combined the master-slave model of the Manchus under the Imperial
Household Department,’** the Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhist worldview,
the Manchu-Mongolian Steppe culture (in the ways of hu-cong Ef¢ and
hui-meng &%), the Central Asian Islamic tribes (Mnc. hoise-i aiman)
and the Confucian ideals from the Han-Chinese. A “tribute” might mean
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differently for different populations in the Qing Empire, preserved in
documents of different languages and institutes. The tributary banquet
was itself a polytropic cosmopolis as we have seen in the writings of the
Korean ambassadors.>*

Nepal, or Gorkha was indeed positioned in the outer circle as the
“minor or external foreigners” (xiao-fan or wai-fan /% /51%), along with
the Tibetans and rGyalrongic people who were “western foreigners”
(xi-fan V4% )3 different from the “raw foreigners” (Mnc. eshun fandz,
Chin. sheng-fan £%). They were managed by the Central Asian tribute
managing institution, Li-fan-yuan.>*” The Malla rulers were referred
to as khans, while the title conferred to the Gorkha King was erdeni
wang. Both shows that they were considered under the Tibeto-Mongo-
lian Buddhist worldview, and thus listed along with the Tibetans in the
Bureau of Dependencies of Li-fan-yuan (Li-fan-yuan Dian-shu Qing-li
Si BiFp B S5 E), managed by the ambans residing in Tibet.>* Their
missions were not controlled by the Ministry for Rites (/ibu) as in the
case of Siam (Thailand), Korea, Myanmar, or Annam (Vietnam), the
traditional tributary states within the Sinitic cultural sphere and Con-
fucian model. The Gorkhalis were received by the Imperial Household
Department instead, which made it more intimate and flexible. It cannot
be denied that for Emperor Qianlong, Gorkha was significant in many
aspects. Qianlong continued to enact his understanding of the hierar-
chical relation between him and the Gorkha King by sending summons
of instructions to Rana Bahadur Shah via the amban Sungyiin, while
he translated the end of the Gorkha Campaign into various ideologies
within the Empire, declaring it as a great success to the entire Empire,

Tibet, playing a central role in the Sino-Nepalese relations, was
a Lamaist theocracy with a strong religious authority vested in the
Dalai Lama, etc. The religious claim by the Dalai Lama played a signif-
icant role in the relationship with China. Qianlong, the Qing Emperor,
was personally inclined to the Tibetan Buddhism and considered him-
self to be Maijusri. He also used the title, Mafijusri, and acknowledged
the former Panchen Lama as his spiritual Buddhist guru, connecting
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himself with the (Buddhist) dharma-politics (Tib. chos srid).’* He thus
built a replica of Tashilhunpo in Jehol where the Mongolian rulers were
received in a Steppe way of hunting (Mnc. Muran i aba, Chin. Mu-lan
Wei-ban AK#iE#E).> It must have thus influenced his determination to
punish the Gorkhalis upon hearing that the real Tashilhunpo was dam-
aged. For the Tibetans, the recovery of the treasure of Tashilhunpo was
a sign of the capability of the Emperor as the best protector-patron
(gong ma mchod yon) in the Buddhist sense, as was articulated in Dalai,
Tatsag and Tenzin Peljor’s biographies. For the Manchu-Mongolians, it
was thus not only related to Tibetan Buddhism, which was influential
among them, but also to the martial glory.

Starting from 1720, Tibet was under the changing degree of suzer-
ainty of the Qing dynasty, so as to make sure the Mongolian population
were under control. The Qing Empire’s entering Tibet must have fur-
ther international influence as the first amban in Lhasa, Sengge, also
received the requests from the Malla kings. Now that the Gorkhalis had
subjugated, the Qing Emperor replaced former Tibetan ministers and
installed powerful ambans to control Tibet, although the effort faded
out gradually after the death of Emperor Qianlong and a series of rebel-
lions in China that follows

From the eyes of the Han-Chinese under the rule of the Manchu
Emperor., the remission of the Gorkha race and the tributary envoy
from afar due to the admiration and fear appealed to them. The Emperor
showed the Han-Chinese population that the case was operated in the
classical Confucian ideal of the emission (hu-mao 1#4g) of civilising
power (hua 1., corresponding to Sanskrig ajiia) from the Emperor, as he
employed these canonical idioms. He tried to escape the time-honoured
criticism of an emperor of excessive military mobilisation (giong-bing
du-wu B ER) but praised the benevolent virtue of sparing lives (hao-
sheng zhi de 417:27#%). He emphasised his inheritance of the heavenly
mission in the cabinet edict (2.2.3c) For the Chinese Buddhist, what
was articulated also resembled the model of cakravartin described in
Prajiia’s translation of the Avatamsakasiitra.>>' All these ideologies were
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combined in the quadrilingual Potala Inscription that were issued and
dispersed in multiple forms everywhere in the Empire. Meanwhile, the
quadrilingual lyric by Rana Bahadur Shah also served the same func-
tion to accord all ideologies and canonical traditions (fong-wen [F2)
within one tributary banquet. Towards the end of Qianlong Era, i.e.,
the last years of eighteenth century, the Emperor tried his best to create
a polytropy in his Empire with a variety of efforts starting from the
reception of Torghuts, invitation of the Panchen Lama, and now the
inclusion of Gorkha music in the imperial corpora.

Therefore, the Chinese-Manchu bilingually annotated Painting of
Tributary Bearers was ordered to be revised. It was a multi-scroll or
multi-volume work. The first volume was for vassals and foreigners,
while the later ones were the minorities of Taiwan and then the Main-
land, such as Canton, Yunnan, Sichuan, and Guizhou. The first few
illustrations in vol. 1 were dedicated to traditional vassals within the
Confucian model such as Korea. Then came the westerners from the
maritime routes and Russians overland, which were often managed
by the Jesuits. They might even skip the official imperial institutes by
resorting to the Imperial Household Department to avoid the ritually
asymmetrical structure of the tributary system.*>? Then came the vari-
ous Bodic people. The Gorkhali ambassador together with his servant

might thus correct their mind while having discords between monarchs and
ministers. The King thus sent ambassadors to arrange agreements among them
and make them turn toward the sacred civilising power. 5. If they refused the
good persuasion, the King sent his army to do a punitive expedition. 6. The
King watched over the commanders for their merits. 7. The King investigated
the demerits and argued the defence of the fortress of the enemies. 8. Having
understood that the enemies had firmly fortified fortress, the King estimated
the power of the army. 9. The King deemed that the people were harmonious,
and the army was powerful in his own country. The Great King (Anala) of our
state possesses these nine principles, luminously opens his eyes of wisdom,
and shines upon everything. Therefore, the eight directions all paid allegiance
to the true civilising power/righteous command. They required to be subor-
dinates on themselves and never turned back, just as the rivers and tides all
go to the ocean and become one taste without a different intention.” A 77
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R AR, B R —BK, #8450, ) (CBETA 2024.R3, Taisho 10, no. 293:
712¢20-29). The model of cakravartin here echoes with Qianlong’s self-dis-
play of his decisions in the two Gorkha Campaigns.
552 Swen 2021.
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came after these Tibetan populations and before the Islamic people
and the Torghuts.”>® Even though the Gorkhalis were painted in 1793,
posterior to all others, it found its place in the Empire after Tibet.>>*

Despite Nepal’s eighteen documented missions, only ten of them
between 1792 and 1908 had their presents/tributes recorded in the
Chinese Collected Statutes (Qing Hui-dian),> indicating that Nepal
did not hold significant importance for China after Qianlong’s arduous
endeavours. Within this system, status was determined by cultural-po-
litical adjacency or personal intimacy with the Emperor rather than
“national” power. Therefore, they were highly valued by Qianlong as
he considered it to be his great achievement. However, his successors
had too many other concerns and thus were negligent to Nepal. A sim-
ilar situation also happened to the Ladakhis.>

The Pax Sinica, founded on the complex of tributary structures,
indeed exhibited inherent inequality. Nevertheless, some states within
this system maintained their sovereignty and autonomy. Nepal was able
to continue entering into treaties with British India and sending ambas-
sadors to India, Burma, or Tibet. The Qing Empire also did not wish to
change no customs of Nepal other than the ritual music played by the
musicians at court.

It is also true that a critical examination of Chinese histori-
cal records demonstrates that the Chinese themselves found
their assumptions of cultural superiority to be more myth than
reality.>’

Accordingly, “(t)he Nepalese saw in the missions no token of subordi-
nation and no recognition of Chinese suzerainty.”>® They could well
pay respect to the Great Emperor outwardly, using obedient, humble
and submissive terms, while still declaring victory inwardly within the
sacred Hindu kingdom.

Furthermore, Nepal was not obligated to remain in the tributary
system indefinitely. Nepal did not send missions regularly every five
years and eventually ceased doing so altogether in 1908 without facing
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any significant repercussions from China. For an external and remote
country such as Nepal, “the tributary system, thus, has open access and
is also inherently elastic.”>* Nepal, thus, was never truly a vassal state
to China. One would not find it on the maps made by the Qing court
(e.g., Huang-chao Yu-di Quan-tu), and thus the Chinese never thought
about providing military aids, as they did for the Koreans.

Moreover, Nepal did not adhere to any of the Qing Empire’s worl-
dviews by offering “tributes.” They did not convert to Buddhism as
the Tibetan hagiographies claimed. The country had its own distinct
agenda. It increasingly positioned itself as the last Hindu kingdom
in the world, upholding Hindu concepts of purity such as reverence
for Brahmins or the holy cow. In contrast to India, which had been
influenced and impacted by Muslim and Christian invasions, Nepal
presented itself as a nation that remained untainted by these external
forces. Nepal put forth the notion of being a purer country than India,
as astutely observed by Richard Burghart:

Throughout the eighteenth century, Nepal was thought by the
Nepalese to be a Hindu realm uncontaminated by Muslim rule.
Prithvi Narayan thought that the Kingdom of Gorkha could
become a ‘true Hindustan’ (asal hindustan).>* Fifty years later,
however, nearly all the South Asian subcontinent had been sub-
jugated by the cow-eating Firangi [European] and, given the
presence, as always, of the pig-eating Bhotiya of the Tibetan
plateau ruled by the barbarous Celestial Emperor at Peking, the
remaining Hindustan on the subcontinent and that its political
isolation was necessary in order to safeguard its purity.®!

This concept of purity, manifested through social institutions like con-
nubium (marriage) and commensality (shared meals), permeated Nep-
alese society and placed non-Hindus in an inferior position. As a result,
kaji Jagatsera was unable to dine with the Emperor or Thomas Cooper,
as noted in Cooper’s travel report. Additionally, upon their return, all
members of the Nepalese missions, including Jagatsera, had to undergo
a process of rehabilitation or purification ritual (prayascitta) before
they could meet the king, Prime Minister, or be reintegrated into their

559 Zhang and Buzan 2012, 19.
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caste and family. This impurity was believed to be generated by cross-
ing the ocean or leaving the sacred Indian subcontinent (bharatavarsa),
and even Janga Bahadura experienced its effects when he travelled to
London and Paris.

In sum, the historical context presents a complex interplay of vari-
ous factors, including the involvement of local leaders, the presence of
missionaries, the challenges posed by the highland regions, the activi-
ties of robbers and thieves,*®? the difficulties posed by the terrain and cli-
mate, the constant accusations of smuggling or committing espionage,
and the personal economic interests of the Rana clan and the leaders
of the missions. Within this complexity, the concepts of sovereignty,
independence, and tributary state become inadequate in capturing the
reality of the situation, as they tend to oversimplify perspectives. China
employed diverse and adaptable methods of rule, including the grant-
ing and withdrawal of privileges, the conferral of titles and gifts (such
as the khitapko parvanara in the Report of VS 1850), audiences with
officials, and, regrettably, the use of violence. The Qing Empire gen-
erally tolerated cultural and religious peculiarities in the peripheries
and did not seek to impose changes in local customs or forms of gov-
ernance in the case of the Gorkha Kingdom. In some cases, it supple-
mented existing systems with the appointment of influential ambans,
as was the case in Tibet.

The more interesting point, however, is the complexity of the situa-
tion that gives rise to a multitude of strategies with political, economic,
societal, or religious objectives. These strategies are intricately inter-
twined with diverse cultural and transcultural environments, reflecting
the diverse perspectives and worldviews at play. Zhou aptly remarks
(as if he had read Perlin’s study), that Top of Form Bottom of Form

the policies of China and peripheral states under the tributary
system were constantly undergoing change, and that it was by
no means a rigid mode of behaviour or a unilaterally imposed
status quo, but instead a complex and dynamic diplomatic
phenomenon.’®

562 Sun Shi-yi and Heliyen both recorded cases of provisions or army equipment
being stolen (KRKJL, vol. 36 passim; Heliyen, vol. 1, 32-33).
563 Zhou 2011, 178.
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In addition, Zhang Yongyin, professor of International Politics, and
Barry Buzan, Emeritus Professor of International Relations at the
London School of Economics, rightly observe (as if they had been at
the Heidelberg Centre of Transcultural Studies):

Variations in the institutional practices of the tributary system as
a trans-cultural construct, therefore, are the norm rather than an
exception or deviation.3

Nevertheless, the question still lingers: should we embrace this inher-
ent variability as a fundamental mode rather than focusing solely on
transculturality? For a long time, disciplines within the humanities,
particularly those dealing with historical, textual, and anthropological
material, or employing hermeneutic methods, have faced criticism for
their perceived complexity. This complexity has often been portrayed
as an intellectual or methodological flaw, suggesting that the human-
ities lack the ability to achieve rigorous and valid results compared
to the sciences. However, according to Perlin’s perspective, which is
supported by the material presented in this article, there is another way
to interpret this complexity. It is not merely a result of confusion or
scholarly error, but rather a necessary aspect in dealing with diverse
circumstances, locations, environments, institutions, constellations,
and processes. In fact, it is this very complexity that enables the inter-
changeability and translatability of different taxonomies and world-
views, as Perlin, influenced by Immanuel Kant, would argue, is a priori
possible.

Regarding the manifold tributary systems, the insights provided by
Zhang and Buzan strongly support this perspective in a noteworthy
manner:

It is through long, tumultuous and never-ending historical and
social processes of assertion, imposition, contention, contesta-
tion, rejection, acquiescence and acceptance that ideas, beliefs
and metavalues constitutive of the constitutional structure of
the tributary system become intersubjective, to varying degrees,
between Imperial China and other constituent parties of the
tributary system. Fundamental institutions defined and shaped
by these processes, therefore, do not just reflect the hegemonic

564 Zhang and Buzan 2012, 24.



212 — 9 Conclusion—Beyond Transculturality

institutional preferences, but also represent a collective solu-
tion invented by, and consented to among, East Asian states to
the perennial problem of inter-state conflict, co-existence and
cooperation. The institutional innovations of the tributary sys-
tem make the East Asian order appreciably different from other
regional orders in world history, from Europe to the Middle East.
(...) The malleability of the tributary system is, then, a neces-
sary virtue, which is aimed at accommodating different chal-
lenges in institutional practices in Pax Sinica.>®

Therefore, complexity should be recognised as the foundation for
comprehending the comprehensibility and translatability of diverse
(trans)cultural realms. The often-lamented absence of conceptual clar-
ity should not be considered as an analytical blemish, but rather as an
opportunity to explore additional and alternative paths beyond overar-
ching yet oversimplifying theories and methods. This exploration leads
us towards the subjective, the narrative, the non-verbal, the sensual, the
visual, the arbitrary, and ultimately towards embracing complexity in
its intrinsic nature.

565 Ibid., 34-35.





