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Critical Theory and Asia 

(ASIAN 601) 

 

Instructors: Arvind-Pal S. Mandair and Reginald Jackson 
E-mail: (amandair@umich.edu), (rjalc@umich.edu) 
Office: 6155 South Thayer Building (Mandair), 5127 South Thayer Building (Jackson) 
Office Hours: TBD 
 

Course Description:  This course challenges graduate students from across the 
disciplines to develop advanced conceptual tools for considering the dynamic and often 
fraught relationship between critical theory and ‘Asia’. With an initial regional focus on 
South Asia and Japan, we will make an in-depth examination of selected themes in 
contemporary critical theory, bringing them to bear on past and current problems in 
modern and pre-modern Asia. For the Winter 2019 semester the overarching theme is 
“Sovereignty,” which we will examine through a focused study of themes such as 
secularity, religion and violence, biopolitics, performativity, and citizenship. One of the 
central aims of this course is to teach students not only how to relate theoretical 
concepts to ‘Asia’ per se, but to alter the nature of theoretical questions and concepts 
through interaction with Asian ideas and contexts. 

The trajectory of this course will unfold in three parts in an attempt to set up some of 
the background, problems with, and possible new directions towards staging an 
encounter between “theory” and “Asia” through the analytical lens of “sovereignty.” 
Students will be expected to bring Asian primary source materials relevant to their 
research into conversation with the theoretical readings provided by the instructors. In 
the first part of the course we will read through some key texts that help frame 
“sovereignty”; this will establish a common conceptual vocabulary, and help us 
understand some of the specific issues that arise when trying to discuss this concept on 
a global scale, especially in relation to Asia. We will then attempt to understand this set 
of concerns about sovereignty through a series of case studies in Japan and India. These 
readings will serve as an exercise in thinking together about the significance and role of 
sovereignty as a field of inquiry on a global stage. Specifically, we will consider the 
limits and potentials of bringing its concepts to the histories highlighted in our case 
studies, the analytical problems encountered in relation to the discursive boundaries of 
“Asia” and “theory,” and how theorizations of sovereignty continue to change in 
conversation with concepts encountered in Asia. These case studies are organized 
around a set of concepts that have become important in the study of both India and 
Japan, and each relate differently to the course’s theoretical arc: biopolitics, 
governmentality, religiosity/secularity, performativity, the police, violence, and the 
war-machine. The final section of the course will provide a space for students to stage 
their own encounters between a concept from the theoretical discourse on sovereignty 
and a concept, text, event, etc. from their own research. This will consist in 
presentations (first by the two instructors, drawing from the theoretical concepts that 
have been useful to solving problems in their work) during the final three weeks.  
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In addition to the examination of “sovereignty” as the central theme of the course, 
discussions generated by this graduate seminar will open up a variety of broader 
questions including but not limited to the following: How can Asia be rethought as a 
site of intellectual inquiry given the continued dominance of European languages? Are 
there such things as ‘Asian concepts’, and if so, how can they be operationalized to 
interact productively with Western concepts? To grapple with such questions students 
will be encouraged to experiment with critical theories and concepts in order to (i) 
understand the limitations of Western critical theory and to contextualize the 
institutional frameworks that frame Asia as an object inquiry, (ii) to test creative 
possibilities for intellectual exchange and dialogue between theories produced in the 
global North and those being produced in global/local Asias. Students will be expected 
to elaborate, interpret, and apply theoretical concepts to specific issues and problems as 
they arise in the contexts of South Asian and Japanese culture, politics, and society. 
Where possible, students will be encouraged to compare these alternative sites of 
cultural production. One of the aims of this course is to enhance the possibility of 
intellectual crossings not only between different regional contexts, but also between 
global/local Asia and Western thought. Another is to enable a safe and stimulating 
space in which to apprehend new paradigms of creative critical thought as applied to 
and developed in global/local Asia and the West. 

Grading Breakdown 

Class Participation: 30% 

Weekly Responses & Discussion Questions: 45% 

Final Project with Reflection Paper: 25% 

 

Assignments 

Class Participation: Active participation in class is crucial and attendance at all class 
meetings is required. Participants are expected to complete the readings and come to 
class with questions and notes concerning our texts for each session. Unexcused 
absences will result in your final grade being lowered. 

 

Weekly Discussion Questions: For each text, prepare one question related to a specific 
quotation from the reading. These questions will form the basis for our seminar 
discussion. (Note: “How” questions inevitably tend to be more generative than yes/no 
questions.) 

 

Critical Response Journal: You will write six responses over the course of the term, 
approximately one every two weeks. Responses can be on anything that strikes you in a 
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given reading/set of readings, and can pose questions in lieu of attempting to answer 
them. We want you to analyze the theoretical concepts and interpretive techniques 
encountered, reading self-reflexively to consider the text as well as your own personal 
engagement with it. The main purpose of the responses is to get you accustomed to 
writing brief (around three double-spaced pages), focused analytical pieces on aspects 
of theories concerning Asia. What’s your initial reaction to this work? What seems 
particularly challenging to grasp about it? What kind of cultural and ideological work 
does it do? What critiques does it imply? What ideas, structures, or histories is it 
working with or against? These responses should be no longer than three double-
spaced pages. 

 

In addition to providing the starting point for class discussion most weeks, response 
papers will also demonstrate your engagement with the readings and allow both us and 
your fellow classmates to respond, in turn, to your thinking on specific issues. Response 
papers should be printed and brought to class.  

 

Final Project: This essay (around 12–15 pages min) will be composed in consultation 
with the instructors, and can be on any subject you wish that addresses material or 
themes encountered in the course. 

 

Final Reflection Paper: This paper (3–5 pages) will provide an occasion to reflect upon 
your intellectual development over the course of the semester. In addition to 
considering the aims and merits of your final project, the paper should delineate the 
conceptual genealogy the project draws from. 

 

Final Grade: The final grade will be based upon your sustained engagement with the 
material from week to week—in class and outside of it (i.e. in your writing). If you do 
the reading, think hard and carefully about it, make connections, share unselfishly your 
ideas with us in class, and write with creativity and thoughtful precision, you will do 
well in this course. 

 

SCHEDULE OF READINGS 

Week 1. Sovereignty, State-Form & the Dogmatic Image of Thought 

Course Introduction 

• Robert Jackson, Sovereignty: Evolution of an Idea, pp. 1–112  
• Paul Patton, “Introduction and Chapter 1” in Deleuze and the Political, London: 

Routledge, 2000, pp. 1–28 
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Asia Specific Reading:  

• Akaash Rathore, “The Thick and Thin of Svaraj”, in Indian Political Theory, 
London: Routledge 2017, pp. 9–20 

• Akaash Rathore, “What is Indian Political Theory”, in Indian Political Theory, 
London: Routledge 2017, pp. 35–49 
 

Week 2:  Religion & the Secular as Categories of Governance, Sovereignty, Nation 

• Trevor Stack et al Intro from Religion as a Category of Governance and Sovereignty 
• William E. Connolly, “Liberalism, Secularism and the Nation”, from Why I am 

Not a Secularist, Minnesota University Press, 1999 
• William E. Connolly, “Freelancing the Nation”, from Why I am Not a Secularist, 

Minnesota University Press, 1999. 
 
Asia Specific Readings:   

• Aditya Nigam, “Introduction” in The Insurrection of Little Selves: The Crisis of 
Secular Nationalism in India, Delhi: Oxford University Press, pp. 1–30 

 

Week 3:  Colonial and Postcolonial Sovereignty 

• Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, “Two Europes, Two Modernities” in Empire, 
Harvard University Press 2004, pp. 69–204. 
 
Asia Specific Readings:   

• Aditya Nigam, “Antinomies of Secularism: The Indian Career of the Concept” in 
The Insurrection of Little Selves: The Crisis of Secular Nationalism in India, Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, pp. 139–172.  
 

Week 4.  Sovereignty and Religious Conversion (the Case of India) 

• Goldie Osuri, chapters 1 to 3, from Religious Freedom in India: Sovereignty and 
(anti)conversion, London: Routledge, 2013 

• Akaash Rathore, “Dalit Svaraj”, in Indian Political Theory, London: Routledge 
2017, pp. 35–49 
 
 

Week 5: Alternative Images of Thought/Sovereignty 

• Jean Luc Nancy, “Ex Nihilo Sumum (of Sovereignty), in The Creation of the World or 
Globalization, New York: SUNY Press, 2007, pp. 96–107 

• Georges Bataille, “Knowledge of Sovereignty”, in The Accursed Share, Vol. 3, 
London: Zone Books, pp. 197–211 
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• Georges Bataille, “Historical Development of the Knowledge of Sovereignty”, in 
The Accursed Share, Vol. 3, London: Zone Books, pp. 225–236 

• Georges Bataille, “The Sovereign, The Subject  …& the Understanding of 
Sovereignty and Self-Understanding”, in The Accursed Share, Vol. 3, London: 
Zone Books, pp. 237–57 

 

Week 6:  War Machines: Sovereignty and Violence 1 

• Brent Adkins, “1227—Treatise on Nomadology—the War Machine”, Deleuze 
and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: A Critical Introduction, Edinburgh: 
University of Edinburgh Press, 2017, pp. 191–210. 

• Paul Patton, “Chapter 6” in in Deleuze and the Political, London: Routledge, 2000, 
pp. 1–28 
 
Asia Specific Reading:  

• Akaash Rathore, “Gandhi and Ambedekar”, in Indian Political Theory, London: 
Routledge 2017, pp. 168–190. 

 

Week 7: Slavery in Asia and Latin America: Crossings and Dissonances 

• Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents (“Introduction”) 
• Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (“Introduction”) 
• Thomas Nelson, “Slavery in Medieval Japan”  
• Phillip D. Curtain, The Rise and Fall of the Plantation Complex  
• Lisa Yun, The Coolie Speaks. Chinese Indentured Laborers and African Slaves in Cuba, 

Chapter 1 (“Historical Context of Coolie Traffic to the Americas”) 

 

Week 8: Conceptual Orientations / Performance and Slavery: Critical Overviews 

• Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,”  
• Simon Gikandi, Slavery and the Culture of Taste, Chapters 1 and 6  (“Overture: 

Sensibility in the Age of Slavery” and “The Ontology of Play: Mimicry and the 
Counterculture of Taste”) 

• Saidiya Hartman, Scenes of Subjection, Introduction and Chapter 2 (“Redressing 
the Pained Body: Toward a Theory of Practice”) 

• Douglas Jones, The Captive Stage (“Introduction”) 
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Week 9: Noh Dance-Drama, Social Marginality, and Slave Labor 

• Michele Marra, “The Aesthetics of Impurity: A Theater of Defilement” (in 
Representations of Power: the Literary Politics of Medieval Japan.) 

• Zeami Motokiyo (Trans. Thomas Hare), Zeami: Performance Notes. Plays: Aoi no 
Ue (“Lady Aoi”), Jinen Koji (“Layman Selfsame” / “Lay Preacher Jinen”) 

• Reginald Jackson, Staging Enslavement: Subjection, Exertion, and the Gestural 
Economies of Medieval Noh Performance  

• Videos of Jinen Koji and Aoi no Ue 

 

Week 10: Religious Performativities (I): Enslavement and the Performance of 
Redemption in the Spanish Empire  

• Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, “The Nature of Natives” [1550] 
• Alonso de Sandoval, Treatise on Slavery (Selections) [1627] 
• Manuel Moreno Fraginals, The Sugarmill (Selections) 
• ”Royal Edict Concerning the Treatment of Slaves” (1789) 
• Diego Miguel de Moya et al., “Response of Slaveholders to Royal Edict of 1789” 

[1790] 
• Nicolás Duque de Estrada, “Christian Doctrine Adjusted to the Capacity of 

African Slaves” (1792) 
• Agnes Lugo-Ortiz, “Between Violence and Redemption: Slave Portraiture in 

Early Plantation Cuba”   
• Tomás Gutiérrez Alea, The Last Supper [Film, 1976] 

 

Week 11: Religious Performativities (II): Jesuit Slave Trade and Evangelization in 
Asia 

• George Elison, Deus Destroyed: The Image of Christianity in Early Modern Japan 
• J. F. Moran, Japanese and the Jesuits: Alessandro Valignano in Sixteenth Century Japan 
• Madalena Ribeiro, “The Japanese Diaspora in the Seventeenth Century. 

According to Jesuit  Sources”  
• Toyotomi Hideyoshi, Edicts: “Limitations on the Propagation of Christianity” 

(1587) and “Expulsion of Missionaries” (1587) 

 

Week 12: Minstrelsy and Sovereignty: Commodore Perry’s Maritime Minstrels 

• S.E. Morison, “Commodore Perry’s Japan Expedition Press and Shipboard 
Theatre,” American Antiquarian Society, April 1967, 35–43 

• Victor Fell Yellin, “Mrs. Belmont, Matthew Perry, and the “Japanese Minstrels,” 
American Music 14, no. 3 (Autumn 1996), 257–275 
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• John Dower, “Black Ships and Samurai,” MIT Visualizing Cultures exhibit on 
Commodore Perry’s missions to Japan 

• Narrative of the Expedition of an American Squadron to China and Japan, 
performed in the years 1852,1853, and 1854, under the Command of Commodore 
M. C. Perry United States Navy, by Order of the Government of the United 
States, compiled by Francis L. Hawks, vol. I, (Washington, D.C., A.O.P. 
Nicholson, Printer, 1856), Chapters 3, 9, 11, 13, 20, and 24.  

 

Week 13 

Student presentations 

 

Week 14 

Student presentations 

 

Week 15: Wrap-up 

 

-Final Papers due by 9AM, Tuesday, April 30th, 2019- 

 


