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Solidarity’s Indiscipline: Regarding Miyoshi’s  
Pedagogical Legacy

Reginald Jackson

Although I didn’t know him well personally, I have thought about 
Masao Miyoshi quite a bit since he passed away, particularly in terms of 
pedagogical legacies, as my own graduate advisor, Hideki Richard Okada, 
counted him as his most important teacher and as a savior of sorts during 
the bad old days of Berkeley’s Japanese studies regime. Now that Hideki, 
too, has died, it feels important to attempt to account for his own style of 
pedagogy in relation to his mentor’s lessons. The goal of this project is not 
to indulge nostalgia. Rather, it is to take up the question of teaching so as 
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to chart its role in shaping the development of notions of academic terri-
tory, valuation, exploitation, and resistance addressed in Miyoshi’s scholar-
ship. My hope is that this preliminary consideration of pedagogy might 
both thicken our understanding of Miyoshi’s commitments and foreground 
resources for future critical work.

The occasion of this volume, dedicated to “legacies of the future” 
evoked by Miyoshi’s thought, presents a ripe opportunity to chart Miyoshi’s 
shifting conception of sites of resistance in relation to the university as he 
both imagined it and intervened within it. To be sure, essays such as “Ivory 
Tower in Escrow” (2000) and “Literary Elaborations” (2009) assess in com-
pelling ways the university’s priorities, failings, and transformative potential. 
But as a counterpoint to those essays’ more macrolevel assessments of 
the university system, I want to consider their historical relation to an inci-
dent in which Miyoshi responded to a graduate student’s request for help in 
contesting unfair treatment within the academy. I focus on this incident as 
a crucible that prefigured and amplified movements within Miyoshi’s critical 
consciousness, particularly those related to a pursuit of justice within and 
beyond the university.

Setting the Scene: Opposition on the Ground

What Miyoshi calls his “battle” with Berkeley’s Oriental Languages 
(OL) Department in the mid- 1970s represents a turning point in how Cold 
War imperatives conditioned notions of excellence within one sector of the 
American academy. Miyoshi dismantled these notions not only conceptu-
ally in his writings but also on the ground during his involvement in that 
case, which revolved around Hideki Richard Okada’s threatened dismissal 
from the program. I want to read this incident in relation to Bill Readings’s 
notions of excellence, as inflected by a reductive notion of expertise opera-
tive at the time. This incident stages a primal scene in which Miyoshi’s 
personal political commitments to teaching and supporting students on 
the ground collided with institutional and ideological constraints in a way 
that prefigured more explicit criticisms of area studies and the corporatiza-
tion of the university later in his career. This essay thus ventures a partial 
genealogy of the pedagogical praxis that foreshadowed development of 
the theory.

We begin with Miyoshi’s account of the incident. Given its pivotal 
importance, I quote from Kuan- Hsing Chen’s “A Conversation with Masao 
Miyoshi” (2000) at length:

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/boundary-2/article-pdf/46/3/65/651275/0460065.pdf
by University of Michigan user
on 08 August 2019



Jackson / Miyoshi’s Pedagogical Legacy 67

K: You never had a post in East Asian studies at Berkeley?
M: My god, I completely forgot I spent a whole year fighting with 

the Oriental Languages Department there. It was an amazing 
fight. This was in the mid- 1970s. I had been teaching in the English 
Department but the OL Department asked me to teach a course in 
the Japanese novel, which I did. There were quite a few students. It 
was an undergraduate course, but there were graduate students in 
the course as well. One of them, who now teaches at an Ivy League 
university [Hideki Richard Okada], happened to mention that the OL 
Department at Berkeley took an awful long time to produce PhDs. I 
suggested he apply for a grant from the student association to do a 
comparative study of how long the oriental languages departments 
at the major campuses in the US took to produce their PhDs. He 
thought that was a great idea and did it. He found out that Berkeley 
took the longest, something like twelve years, if I recall. Well, when 
the chairman of the OL Department [William McCullough] found out 
about the study, he gave the student, who was taking one of his 
classes, a C on his term paper. The student was rather shocked, 
not only because he had never received anything but As before but 
because of the university rule that any PhD student who received a C 
or less in a graduate course was out of the program. He came to me 
and asked me to look at the paper. It wasn’t a great paper but when 
I compared it to the A papers he had written for the same chairman, 
I couldn’t discover any significant difference in their quality to justify 
the poor grade. So I concluded that the grade was revenge for the 
comparative study the student had undertaken.

That started my fight with the Oriental Languages Department. I 
first tried to find out what the departmental requirements for gradu-
ate students were but I couldn’t find anything in print. So I started 
writing letters to the chairman about this, and, when he didn’t 
respond, I started writing open letters. But all they could come up 
with was a list of requirements drafted in pencil. As far as I was con-
cerned requirements written in pencil could hardly be regarded as 
official requirements since they could always be erased. Finally, I 
went to the graduate dean, told him about the strange goings- on 
in the OL Department, and asked him to conduct a departmental 
review. Since he knew something about the department and me, or 
at least my work, he agreed to form a review committee.

K: Were you on the committee?
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M: Certainly not, since I was the one who had instigated it. But 
there were quite a few established scholars on the committee, one 
of whom was a friend of mine who quietly passed on to me the com-
mittee reports and other paperwork. It took a hell of a long time—
I don’t know, maybe a year—but after an incredible number of inter-
views and so on, the committee recommended receivership, which 
is where a department loses autonomy over its own affairs, which 
are turned over to someone appointed by the graduate dean. So 
I won, in other words. But then, the dean chose not to act on the 
committee’s recommendation and simply threw the whole report 
into a safety deposit box somewhere. The only upshot was that the 
OL Department was told that it would come under review two years 
hence, which, of course, wasn’t good enough for me. You cannot 
believe how long this fight lasted.

K: What happened to the graduate student?
M: He wasn’t expelled because he was protected during the 

review process, but the department refused to write recommen-
dation letters for him or to support his PhD thesis. He wrote his 
thesis, an excellent one, but his department never recognized his 
existence. He had to find all of his readers outside the department. 
Nevertheless, he did manage to find a job at an Ivy League univer-
sity [Princeton], but I think that was because of the close relation-
ship I had with a faculty member there at the time [Earl Miner]. And 
his case was but one of several. During the course of this review, the 
OL Department chair’s wife, who was a professor in the department 
[Helen Craig McCullough], wrote a letter to one of her female gradu-
ate students who had attended one of the faculty student meetings 
which I had organized to talk about what to do about the OL Depart-
ment. The letter said that since she had attended this meeting, she 
was obviously one of my followers and therefore she could hence-
forth consider herself one of my students, not hers. In other words, 
the student could no longer expect any support from the OL Depart-
ment. I think I directed five or six PhDs by OL Department students 
writing on Japanese literature that had to look outside their own 
department to find readers. At times, we did this through the Com-
parative Literature Department. It was a hell of a fight, and I don’t 
know if it did anything good. Some of these students want to forget 
their treatment in the OL Department, because it is such a power-
ful ongoing bureaucracy upon which they depend for job placement 
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and career advancement. I would like to think that my battle with the 
department had some positive repercussions among a few Japan-
ologists in this country, but I can’t say for certain that it has. (Miyoshi 
2010b: 273–76)

One struggles to do justice to the complexity of this narrative, involv-
ing as it does a diverse matrix of issues: wartime legacies, Cold War con-
figurations, expertise, authority, jurisdiction, ethnicity, loyalty, retribution, 
shame, justice, solidarity, and an abiding uncertainty about the interven-
tion’s greater good. With this scene set, however, I will attempt to delineate 
the ways in which these issues intersect, with an eye toward how they con-
ditioned Miyoshi’s pedagogical commitments.

“Tenacious Difference,” Contaminated Postwar  
Legacies, and Appeals for Justice

Miyoshi was acutely aware of the ways in which racism, nationalism, 
xenophobia, and unchecked capitalism could suffocate critical engage-
ment and buttress inequity. Even as he was skeptical of the ways in which 
diversity as promoted along atomizing identitarian lines could be limiting, 
however, he also knew how opposing diversity often indexed prejudices far 
worse than multiculturalism’s limitations.1 What Miyoshi resisted was the 
impulse to think connection in some prefabricated identitarian way. Based 
partly on his boyhood memories of interwar Japan, he felt that this kind of 
logic of connection based on ethnicity was perniciously insular, not to men-
tion collusive with nationalist sentiment. To frame it another way: this logic 
of shared history or destiny could promote uncritical, unimaginative inquiry, 
insofar as it relied on known identities that were all too familiar and there-
fore liable to breed complacency. Miyoshi assesses this problem in “Japan 
Is Not Interesting” (1999), in which he asserts that unchecked capitalism 
has nurtured “an obsession with the idea of Japan among its people and 
its cognate development, the absence of critical discourse inside Japan” 
(Miyoshi 2010d: 196).

Against this myopic propensity, Miyoshi’s analyses looked to class 
as a total category that cut across racial, national, and gender lines. Ulti-
mately, this interest was incorporated into a more expansive analysis of 

1. This is evidenced by his statement that “multiculturalism that rejects the discrimination 
of marginal groups is a democratic improvement over the majoritarian monopoly that had 
long suppressed all but dominant history and culture” (Miyoshi 2010c: 234).
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the planetary in “Literary Elaborations,” where ecological consciousness 
and class consciousness converged in a quest for social justice: “Envi-
ronmentalism cannot exist without social justice, but social justice cannot 
be expected to prevail without ecological consciousness” (Miyoshi 2010e: 
46). These contiguous concepts ground Miyoshi’s charge in “Ivory Tower in 
Escrow” that “critics and scholars in the humanities must restore the public 
rigor of the metanarratives” in order “to launch a challenge to this seamless 
domination of capital” and “combat the corporatization of the university and 
the mind” (Miyoshi 2010c: 240).

Long before ecological consciousness and social justice converged 
within Miyoshi’s prose, however, he sought justice elsewhere as he devel-
oped a transformative metanarrative of pedagogical commitment at the site 
of the Okada conflict. Jim Fujii frames the conflict in the following fashion:

Richard, I learned, was involved in what can accurately be called 
epochal and heroic disagreements with his department advisors 
who were steadfastly opposed to letting theory inform his reading of 
Heian literature. . . . At the same time, it is important to note that as 
late as the early 1980s, race and gender played decisive and deter-
mining roles in articulating what was a distinct hierarchy of positions 
in Japanese studies in the United States. Very few people of color 
taught so- called content courses—history, religion, political sci-
ence or literature—while almost exclusively Japanese women were 
appointed as lecturers to teach language courses (a practice that 
remains to this day). Richard’s struggles in his department at what 
was then called Oriental Languages cannot be divorced from such 
longstanding postwar institutionalized realities that shaped Japan 
studies. (Fujii 2014: 195)

Where Miyoshi’s description emphasizes the abuse of power taking place 
in attempting to expel Okada from the program, Fujii’s assessment stresses 
a different but related element of the scenario. Namely, it points to the ways 
in which hierarchy within the field affected not just what types of analysis 
were deemed licit but also which types of people were deemed suitable to 
teach them. “Suitable” here, though, had at least as much to do with aca-
demic qualifications as it did with the desirability of gendered, racialized 
bodies as determined by their superiors’ undisclosed rubrics. Whatever the 
particular manifestation of these assignments was at Berkeley, it is impor-
tant to recognize their asymmetrical character as a nationwide motif con-
ditioned in large measure by wartime structures of knowledge production. 
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These structures were consolidated by the Occupation and promulgated 
within universities as Cold Warriors formerly employed and trained by the 
American military received posts in the American academy.

Hence the trend of assigning native, mostly female, informants the 
task of teaching language (along with the reduced status, pay, and job secu-
rity that that entailed), while the teaching of content fell to a higher class of 
knowledge workers, echoing earlier institutional bifurcations. One example 
involves the US Navy Japanese Language School at the University of Colo-
rado at Boulder: “As for Boulder’s students, whereas the US Army recruited 
mostly Japanese Americans as language students for military intelligence, 
the Navy enrolled only European American students with top grades, many 
of whom were also born and raised in Japan” (Mercado 2010: 1; McNaugh-
ton 2006: 6). With this bias in mind, we might flesh out Fujii’s description 
further by recalling that Helen McCullough was a white 1944 graduate of 
the Navy’s Boulder school (Krogh 1998: 102), while Miyoshi himself explains 
in his “Conversation” with Chen (2000), “I came [to the US from Japan] in 
1952. During the seven years after the war I had worked as an interpreter 
for the US Army” (Miyoshi 2010b: 268); Okada was nisei, born at the Heart 
Mountain War Relocation Center in July of 1945.

Crucially, the academy, and the Cold War American Japanese 
Studies Department, more specifically, embodied a singular site at which 
these people could encounter one another. Reading this convergence of 
lives within the primal scene of the OL fight, we should pause to “recog-
nize and cherish the tenacious difference between the two cultures,” as 
Miyoshi recommends in As We Saw Them.2 Recognition represents the 
first step toward a clear- eyed acknowledgment of asymmetrical power rela-
tions structuring the conflict, before we even broach the academic institu-
tional scenario in which questions of belonging, merit, loyalty, and jurisdic-
tion were debated. To cherish the tenacious cultural difference between 
these figures would be to keep that asymmetry front and center, refusing to 
either forget or elide it for harmony’s sake.

Such a refusal matters because it sustains historical cognizance of 
long- standing currents dominant within the formation of Japanese studies. 
Furthermore, it matters because it inoculates against an unwitting yet none-

2. The full quotation refers to the encounter between Americans and the first Japanese 
embassy to the United States in 1860. It runs as follows: “Before all cultures are made 
indistinguishable by the ingratiating blight of technology and consumer culture, one might 
even now recognize and cherish the tenacious difference between the two cultures” 
(Miyoshi 1979: 186).

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/boundary-2/article-pdf/46/3/65/651275/0460065.pdf
by University of Michigan user
on 08 August 2019



72 boundary 2 / August 2019

theless malevolent ignorance that can accompany the scholarly privilege 
to translate Japan—for others and for ourselves. Miyoshi explains things 
this way:

The lineage of the Japanologists in America began with the religious 
and industrial missionaries who went to the Far East to civilize and 
democratize the barbarians. Then the imperial evangelists of civili-
zation took over the role of teachers and advisors on their return 
home around the turn of the century. Their godsons, who had been 
dormant for a while, were mobilized into a cadre of interpreters and 
administrators during the Second World War and the postwar years. 
A noticeable advance in Japanology was made by this generation 
of Occupation- trained specialists, and their impact on scholarship 
remains both powerful and definitive. Because of the historical cir-
cumstances of mission and conquest, this genealogy has no short-
age of those uncritical (or even unaware) of their own ethnocentric 
and hegemonic impulses. (Miyoshi 1991: 67)

These tacit or unconscious impulses can be difficult to track, especially 
when an early Cold War rhetoric of international friendship or a later one 
of celebrating diversity sits close at hand, ready to camouflage suprema-
cist inklings. Given the banality of anti- Japanese racism in American cul-
ture throughout World War II, it seems plausible to posit its survival in 
sectors of the postwar academy. However, even without focusing on insti-
tutional racism per se, we can detect hegemonic impulses in the ways in 
which other borders were policed, often as part of a containment strategy 
designed to marginalize certain voices within the academy under the aegis 
of scholarly pertinence or merit. As Fujii recounts,

In a rather draconian step Richard was forbidden by his department 
advisors to continue studying with Masao (a professor in the English 
department). They would withhold their signatures and consent for 
a thesis “contaminated” by critical theory, and he faced many other 
acts designed to impede his progress at every turn. Adding a few 
years to completion of his degree, their punitive measures extended 
beyond graduation. Employment opportunities were far better then 
compared to now, but he was made to languish at a prep school for 
many years until he would finally secure tenure track employment at 
a university. In ways only he would know, Richard paid heavily for his 
principled stand and perhaps his ethnicity. (Fujii 2014: 195–96)
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Poetically enough, in this context, Okada’s punishment for straying out of 
line by writing the untimely seminar paper and embracing critical theory 
was being made to suffer the same soul-killingly slow disease he’d diag-
nosed at Miyoshi’s encouragement. Like other students who associated 
with Masao or took his classes during this fraught period, the McCulloughs 
gave Okada the ultimatum to choose between them and Miyoshi. He made 
what he felt was the right choice but was ostracized for doing so.

From Critical Supplements to Priceless Support

In describing his encounter with Miyoshi, David Palumbo- Liu pro-
vides a sense of the depleted landscape within which Miyoshi’s presence 
mattered both for students and for the demarcation of institutional borders:

I first met Masao Miyoshi in the late 1970s at Berkeley. It was sober-
ing for me to read his account of those times in this volume. Yes, it 
was called the Oriental languages department (as Miyoshi indicates, 
OL for short, or, as we students called it, “Oh, Hell”) and housed in 
the former law- school building, Durant Hall. . . . The gold placard 
above the [student lounge] entrance read, “The Chaos Room.” What 
Miyoshi writes is perfectly true—in those days, many of us advanced 
undergraduate and graduate students were hungry not only for 
theory but for any critical perspective that might in some way present 
another angle onto literary studies, especially of “the Orient.”

At that time, faculty who could provide that were few and far 
between, so we formed our own reading groups, bought titles from 
presses such as Éditions du Seuil, and read the Poétique series 
and the magazines Tel Quel and Glyph. This was before Represen-
tations was a twinkle in Stephen Greenblatt’s eye. Masao Miyoshi 
was not only someone who could talk to us about Marxism, histori-
cal materialism, and a demystified notion of East Asia; he also had 
the personal brashness and the politically active, iconoclastic stance 
to which many of us aspired. He was so close to our interests and 
sequestered right next to us in Wheeler Hall. Yet disciplinary bound-
aries, not to mention professional jealousies and turf wars, made 
it impossible for Miyoshi to be formally appointed in OL, and those 
who did work closely with him were, as he recounts in these pages, 
marked pejoratively by his antagonists as his students. (Palumbo- 
Liu 2012: 343–44; emphasis in original)
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Palumbo- Liu’s account adds a dimension that clarifies Miyoshi’s importance 
and appeal within a broader context of student malaise and institutional 
strife. An intellectual closeness shared with students regarding critical per-
spectives eventually engendered more formal bonds as “professional jeal-
ousies and turf wars” fueled the formation of cross- generational and cross-
disciplinary coalitions. The feudal nature of OL at that time, evidenced most 
strikingly in the way the McCulloughs forced students to pledge exclusive 
allegiance or risk peril, inadvertently pushed Miyoshi past the bounds of his 
field of expertise. It also sent him outside his home department, and even 
his institution, as he took up a position as visiting professor at the University 
of Chicago beginning in 1978—making the annual trip east by car. By his 
own admission, he was no expert on Japanese literature. However, he was 
nevertheless willing to take on an advisory role to support the orphaned 
students who sought his help once all hell broke loose in OL.

Miyoshi’s support of Okada extended far past a few kind words or 
a single petition signature. Masao served as Okada’s dissertation advisor 
when the McCulloughs cut him off. As it happens, these experts’ abandon-
ment launched Miyoshi into the realm of authority—by default. Miyoshi’s 
willingness to direct the dissertation stands out in part because of his wry 
recommendation at one point that Okada take old books like Genji and burn 
them, so that the graduate student might migrate to fresher, less embattled 
sites of inquiry. But this willingness also marks a kept promise to see the 
project through and to stand by a student who held promise and deserved 
better treatment. Indeed, this commitment contributed to Miyoshi’s deci-
sion to stay on at Berkeley as a sentry until Okada safely submitted the dis-
sertation in 1985; Miyoshi decamped promptly for UC San Diego in 1986. 
Some causes were apparently worth fighting for, despite Miyoshi’s increas-
ing preference for more current, more discernibly worldly texts.

Constraints and Expanses We Inherit

Despite Masao’s advice to burn those old books, Okada main-
tained a commitment to Heian texts that fueled rather than forestalled his 
exploration of new intellectual terrain. The bad Berkeley days Okada lived 
through emitted negative energy that was refurbished toward more positive 
ends as he tried to propose better trajectories of critical engagement. To 
talk a bit about this background is not to apologize or mythologize but rather 
to historicize a connection to that formative institutional context of OL as a 
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frame for the space Okada worked to build in his best seminars—for which 
Miyoshi’s own courses served as touchstones.

There are any number of questions that seem imprudent or uncom-
fortable to ask when attempting to excavate oppositional sites of learning. 
Among these are questions that foreground the dubious desire to disci-
pline students through an insistence on expertise. Indeed, we often forget 
the extent to which the spaces we inhabit condition the questions we’re 
most inclined to ask—or resist. For Okada, the silo that was OL foreclosed 
the exigent questions about language, subjectivity, history, and power that 
captivated him as a graduate student. Worldly concerns that he learned 
to regard as central in Miyoshi’s seminars were judged peripheral or even 
inimical to the scholarly training he underwent in OL.

Theory thus became a means of escape. At a superficial level, it 
comprised a range of critical thinking whose nourishing alternatives were 
preferable to the stale rations habitually doled out in his so- called home 
department. But at a deeper level, theory supplied tactics for surviving a 
toxic intellectual atmosphere. To hear Okada or Miyoshi tell it, the diverse 
thinking beginning to flourish in other departments on campus, not to men-
tion the activist political consciousness burgeoning within other sectors of 
the broader Berkeley community, was maligned within OL, which dispar-
aged it as marginal to the immediate area of specialization and the educa-
tional mission at hand. From this official standpoint, theoretical and worldly 
concerns were akin to invasive species whose incursion was to be either 
adamantly ignored or quashed lest it derail business as usual. Remember 
that this was before interdisciplinary scholarship had landed the cachet 
it boasts today, back when ethnic, gender, postcolonial, and performance 
studies’ nascent interventions were still struggling to congeal within the US 
academy. The post- had yet to fasten firmly to terms like structuralism or 
colonialism, and areas like premodern Japanese literary studies were effec-
tively administered as garrisons assigned to hold the wider world at bay.

In retrospect, such occupied institutional territory presents a setting 
in which to ask after what might be called the ecological repercussions of 
pedagogical systems. After all, some classrooms’ atmosphere can prove 
toxic—often unwittingly, but occasionally as part of a bid to maintain order. 
Long before cancer claimed him, Okada the graduate student tried his best 
to maneuver amid what felt akin to the intellectual equivalent of slow death. 
This was decades before the student- led sit- in to hire Asian American fac-
ulty and establish Asian American studies at Princeton (Okada 2002), 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/boundary-2/article-pdf/46/3/65/651275/0460065.pdf
by University of Michigan user
on 08 August 2019



76 boundary 2 / August 2019

before the Graduate Mentoring Award he received in 2008, or before his 
turn to ecology, prodded by Miyoshi.

I understand now that Okada had to literally escape the territory 
of OL and locate other spaces in which to ask the questions that com-
pelled him—regardless of whether or not they had answers, and irrespec-
tive of whether or not the prevailing authorities deemed those questions 
licit. His body in that time and that place was overwhelmingly prone to being 
apprehended in reductive terms: monitored and misrecognized as a for-
eign object, if not a native to be domesticated by the Cold War learning 
machine. He was an object learning to be a subject, but wary of becoming 
too subject—too disproportionately disciplined—in the bargain. Walking the 
tightrope between affirming subjectivity and enduring subjection is no pic-
nic; Miyoshi undoubtedly helped guide him on this score. I can imagine that 
Okada’s presence might have undermined the very faith in an objective, 
disembodied scholarship within which the most technocratic notions of dis-
ciplinary expertise lodged. In such environs, Theory (imagined if not fetish-
ized with an authorizing, armoring capital T ) helped him find his footing 
as a student and pursue both a personhood and an intellectual scope that 
exceeded any single department, area, or disciplinary perimeter. In short, 
it lent a fugitive means through which to bypass the insularity of state- 
sanctioned area study to access worlds more expansive than the sites he’d 
inherited.

Vital Counterpoint

In some ways, Okada’s scholarship was concerned deeply, if not 
always explicitly, with language’s relation to space. His communion with 
Miyoshi sharpened and ramified this interest. One thing that drove both their 
work was a determination to articulate the pervasive and often pernicious 
extent to which space—discursive and otherwise—answered to demands 
for hierarchy, transparency, and deadened thought. Okada’s chosen task 
as a critic was to examine how textual figuration resisted such demands. 
Even if that annexed space couldn’t be fully reclaimed, its mechanisms had 
to be confronted, delineated carefully, and somehow countered. Having 
grown allergic to the strains of disciplinary violence that fostered positiv-
ism, he tried to inoculate those of us who’d listen against the hazards of 
becoming conceptually numbed.

Before he sought refuge with Miyoshi, Okada had been admitted to 
the program to work under William McCullough and his wife Helen McCul-
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lough, a celebrated translator and scholar of classical Japanese literature. 
Tensions developed between the graduate student committed to exploring 
the possibilities of classical Japanese literature and the teacher who once 
wrote, “I do not believe Japan has produced a great literary corpus, or that 
it can boast a single undisputed literary masterpiece, or that very many 
works of classical Japanese literature can stand up to sustained, intensive 
literary criticism.”3 Given her stance, other spaces had to be sought and 
built to accommodate the “sustained, intensive literary criticism” thought 
unviable by some.

Okada’s graduate seminars were therefore tacitly positioned as the 
antithesis of the McCullough dungeon: a site which for him epitomized a 
vacuum of imagination, worldliness, and rigorous critical thinking. Contra-
puntal to that other place and time, our seminars were designed to be as 
capacious as possible. So, anything was fair game as long as it relied on 
perceptive reading, kept attentive to the conditions under which a text had 
been produced, and was put forth in a thoughtful manner that opened that 
text. This tack constitutes a facet of Miyoshi’s pedagogical legacy.4

Okada’s trials in OL annihilated any belief in structure for structure’s 
sake. That territory taught him by negative example how crucial it was to 
preserve spaces that were more generative and open. Similarly, anything 
resembling slavish obedience to precedent was scorned, along with faith 
in the merits of professional apprenticeship. Whatever space and time we 
graduate students inherited in his seminars slid counter to the strictures 
that for him had felt most oppressive about OL. In this sense, indiscipline in 
the classroom became a way to retrospectively redress infractions wrought 
before our time. Indiscipline held the potential to revise and even resurrect 
opportunities that had perished decades prior.

Excellence/Theory

Different institutional spaces foster different regimes of assessment 
or violence, often hosting proprietary attitudes toward expertise as a guar-
antor of the excellence Bill Readings condemns. For Readings, the notion 
of excellence as operative within the modern university is especially prized 
because “excellence has no content to call its own,” thus making it uniquely 

3. Letter dated July 12, 1978, later released to the Berkeley campus newspaper for publi-
cation, quoted in Miyoshi 1991: 12.
4. Miyoshi describes, for example, his free incorporation of a wide variety of “foreign” texts 
into his courses on Victorian or Japanese literature. See Miyoshi 2010b: 276.
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serviceable to limitless, often questionable, aims (Readings 1996: 24). He 
writes, “However much some of us might think we can resist the logic of 
consumerism when it comes to tertiary education, everyone still seems 
to be for excellence. It functions not merely as the standard of external 
evaluation but also as the unit of value in terms of which the University 
describes itself to itself” (28). To be sure, departments and factions within 
them indulge this narcissism as heartily as the larger academy itself does.

Aided by this frame, OL appears to have operated like a bulwark of 
excellence, especially as demonstrated by linguistic expertise and transla-
tion, as factions within it opposed the momentous groundswell of the 1970s. 
If, as Readings notes about the post- 1968 academy, excellence “develops 
within the University, as the idea around which the University centers itself 
and through which it becomes comprehensible to the outside world,” then 
we should understand OL’s refusal of external critical perspectives and 
insistence on insularity as ways to center and define itself over and against 
its perceived outside (22). At its best, OL as Okada experienced it trained 
scholars to perform advanced research on East Asia. At its worst, it was a 
colonial outpost: an institutional setting wherein striving for excellent trans-
lations could become an alibi for excluding the worldly in favor of a flawless 
elsewhere that was more manageably and apolitically remote.

Notice, though, that this exclusion of worldly engagement in favor of 
an area- bound parochialism later finds its counterpart in the more subtle 
quietism of high theory. In “Ivory Tower in Escrow,” Miyoshi notes that “the 
fear of totality as inevitably totalitarian remains unabated” (Miyoshi 2010c: 
232). Such trepidation results in layers of abstraction Miyoshi criticizes as 
byproducts of the corporatization of the university—subsidized by excel-
lence—and of transnational corporatism’s desire to dissimulate the crush-
ing realities of class inequity. Here the atomization of identity under multi-
culturalism represents “the ideal form of ideology of this global capitalism” 
(Žižek 1997: 44). These criticisms are valid. However, it is important to mind 
the gap between the historical function of theory within the heavily corpora-
tized university familiar in 2000 or today and theory’s salvific value within the 
area- centric OL encampment of the 1970s, in which students like Palumbo- 
Liu and Okada felt starved or silenced by antitheoretical injunctions.

In Okada’s case, the issue of incorporating theory into his studies 
of Heian texts, which metastasized in the OL battle, should be understood 
as a fight over language: what languages were authorized to be learned 
and spoken, by whom, under what circumstances, and within what spaces, 
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not to mention who decided what counted as foreign or native. Theory 
estranged traditional relationships to language, dislodging dominant 
assumptions about language even as it constituted a lexicon all its own. 
The idea that this new language would be quarantined from his studies of 
Japanese literature, that the freedom to explore new worldviews would be 
barred, was a grievous affront. Furthermore, that the people authorized 
to teach him Japanese in graduate school had been agents of the same 
military industrial complex that had displaced his family, confiscated not 
just property and dignity but also pride in speaking Japanese, moreover, 
only added insult to injury. Needless to say, the setting was not primed for 
choruses of John Lennon’s “Imagine.”

How to frame this conflict? Okada was a subject being maligned as 
an object of discipline, who was trying to assert his status otherwise. This 
led him to the harbor outside OL that was Miyoshi and to currents of criti-
cal thought that helped him make sense of his historical condition, not to 
mention his potential to thrive beyond it. Hence, alongside classical Japa-
nese, theory as he encountered it in graduate school became a means of 
coming to terms with Japanese language that had been not simply lost but 
stolen, as his parents had been strongly encouraged to abandon speak-
ing Japanese to their son in order to have him assimilate more smoothly 
into American society and excel in school. As its own language, Theory 
held the promise of liberating him from a bleak outlook on the world, and 
on Japan specifically, as rehearsed within an environment in which certain 
styles of critical thought were deemed foreign contaminants to purportedly 
valid or rigorous research. That regressive posture for him represented a 
microcosm of larger structural asymmetries, exploitations of authority, and 
abuses of power that coated curricula to inculcate expertise. These struc-
tural features materialized in efforts to assure excellence through an exclu-
sionary compartmentalization of learning.

No Time for Excellence

But what does this regimentation of space have to do with the 
times—that historical moment, or time, as measured within the academy? 
One thing to point out is the way in which asking questions about the disci-
plinary nature of time in certain institutional contexts, at particular historical 
moments, can incur harsh marginalization and even expulsion. As it hap-
pens, Okada wrote a paper on time—specifically, a seminar paper on time 
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to degree within OL. It was an unprecedented gesture at the time, exam-
ining not mere content but rather the very departmental structure within 
which that content was transmitted and appraised.

As Readings diagnoses, time to degree is a key index of the effi-
ciency coveted within the increasingly corporatized university: “The treat-
ment of pedagogic time as exhaustively accountable is a major feature of 
the push to excellence. ‘Time to completion’ is now presented as the uni-
versal criterion of quality and efficiency in education” (Readings 1996: 128). 
Now that those of us teaching in doctoral programs have become accus-
tomed to the incessant administrative refrain of cutting students’ time to 
degree, we might skim past the novelty of raising such an issue nearly forty 
years ago. It’s difficult to imagine the extent to which such a simple question 
about time could strike so raw a nerve. And yet the swift response to the 
posing of such a question—a subpar grade and a concomitant withdrawal 
of funding tantamount to expulsion—exposed an urgent problem with how 
time was being overseen in that sector of the Ivory Tower.

Michel Foucault’s famous work from the same historical moment at 
which the OL battle took place would emphasize discipline for its role in 
the production of docile subjects.5 But even as we recognize intensifica-
tions of surveillance and discipline’s capillary infiltration into modern life, 
we still need to reckon with the realities of good old- fashioned punishment. 
Okada’s case highlights how that punishment could be leveled as a dele-
gitimizing blow: a vengeful refusal to grant the seal of disciplinary compe-
tence and to thus condemn the student to professional exile.

To ask questions of a certain tenor—about the nature of duration, 
its institutional mismanagement, and its prejudicial bent—was to probe 
the unspoken mechanisms by which this engine of discipline sought to 
reproduce itself indefinitely. Time was out of joint, and to make an ana-
lytical object of time to degree punctured the assumption that all was as 
it should be, running smoothly and equitably. To underscore this tortuous 
duration was to raise it as a problem and to dispute both its validity and its 
claims to excellence. To ask in a pointed fashion, “Why so long?” in other 
words, turned the temporal logic of excellence against itself to expose a 
hollow core. This simple question trained an icy floodlight on a stark- naked 
emperor—one whose decrees were scrawled in pencil, no less!

5. Specifically, I have in mind here Michel Foucault’s Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la 
Prison (1975), whose English translation, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 
was published in 1977.
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Since the guidelines for student performance and disciplinary reper-
cussions were conveniently composed in pencil, the rights of the student 
could potentially vanish with an eraser’s wobble, at the OL chair’s whim. The 
precarious nature of traces like these is suspect because in some cases 
the very people who were most culpable preferred the transient nature of 
the medium. After all, pencil meant malleable parameters that could be 
altered to suit the prerogative of those who held the privilege to issue dic-
tates without censure. In “Turn to the Planet” (2001), Miyoshi explains that 
as deregulation “create[s] an economic order that not only concentrates 
wealth and power among the few, but perpetuates the center against any 
future challenge from the fringes,” so too do fungible graphite guidelines 
similarly serve to undermine opposition by muddling the channels through 
which plaintiffs might legitimately plead their case (Miyoshi 2010g: 254).

The very flimsiness of those provisional dictates was what neces-
sitated such violence to disavow the question’s threat. Expulsion was the 
only answer because to not expel the abject was to poison the system with 
a corrosive doubt, not to mention court further risk of insubordinate curi-
osity or loss of departmental sovereignty. For indeed, the question about 
time also challenged prevailing arrangements of space within that depart-
ment: how lines of affiliation and evaluative codes were inscribed, and how 
arbitrary demarcations confined or belittled inquiry that failed to reaffirm 
prevailing hierarchies. Therefore, indecorous inquiry had to be crushed. 
No one in the scenario was naïve, I’m sure. I don’t doubt, for instance, that 
there was some desire to needle his supervisors that tinted Okada’s points 
in the essay. But I also don’t doubt that the decision to expel the student 
who penned that essay struck a retributive extreme. Miyoshi intervened to 
set things right.

Locating Justice alongside Humility

As he narrates it in “A Conversation,” Miyoshi’s attention to justice 
was galvanized by his wartime experience: “The Second World War left 
me no choice but to search for some basis for fairness and justice, a mod-
est utopian view in which one needs not be ashamed of bigotry and igno-
rance. . . . Generally speaking, my politics goes way back to the Second 
World War and my adolescence, even if its development was slow and tor-
tuous. Justice is a self- evident idea, it seems to me, whether it is about the 
Middle East, Africa, Asia, race in America, or gender questions” (Miyoshi 
2010b: 280). This quotation makes clear that, like the ideal of planetarian-
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ism, for which he advocates in “Turn to the Planet,” justice, too, radiates as 
a total principle for Miyoshi. Both these ideals surpass geographic region 
or ethnic and gender divisions to address the disproportionate oppression 
suffered by the have- nots in an exclusionist economy: “Once we accept the 
planet- based totality, we might for once agree with humility to devise a way 
to share with all the rest our only true public space and resources” (Miyoshi 
2010g: 261).

The mention of “humility” stands out in Miyoshi’s appeal: it’s not a 
term that appears much in his writing, and frankly, likely isn’t a term many 
who knew him would associate with his professional persona. The near- 
insurmountable nature of planetary deterioration summons the term here, 
as the looming inevitability of environmental collapse and human extinc-
tion eclipses the deficiencies of multiculturalism or disciplinary boundaries. 
Indeed, turning to face the planet meant embracing a humility with regard 
to the institutional hierarchies and disciplinary esteem we habitually pre-
serve. It entailed, moreover, an acute sensitivity to inequalities coupled with 
a deep willingness to let the exigencies of dispossession guide one’s work, 
regardless of what fields that work trespassed on.

As it abets an intellectual trespassing, this humility helps haul exper-
tise out from its fiercely guarded academic crannies and back into the realm 
of an authority unafraid to venture universal visions of humanity or justice. 
If, “as seen in the context of the theorists in the United States, there is an 
undeniable common proclivity among them to fundamentally reject such 
totalizing concepts as humanity, civilization, history, and justice,” he writes 
in “Ivory Tower in Escrow,” then we should view this proclivity as not just 
cowardice but as an indication of entrenched institutional structures of orga-
nization, evaluation, and promotion that can actively disincentivize notions 
of justice and humanity—within the humanities especially (Miyoshi 2010c: 
232). To practice such a humility means to forgo the “cynicism that conceals 
a moral and political failure behind an elaborate intellectual sophistry,” not 
to mention the layers of abstraction and equivocation that subsume it (233).

In tying this moment in Miyoshi’s writing back to our primary sce-
nario, we notice that, while the condition of intellectual sophistry as a bar-
rier to justice might span eras, its scale and historical texture shifts. For 
whereas Miyoshi rails in 2000 against the extent to which theoretical and 
multiculturalist discourse subsidizes corporatization of the university, circa 
1975 the moral failures and denials of justice he witnessed were situated 
firmly within Berkeley’s OL Department, where the stakes were more local-
ized but no less dire for those involved. In fact, the Okada incident alerts us 
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to the ways in which the brute fact of injustice suffered within the academy 
could be shrouded by the question of expertise, often laced with vacant slo-
gans lauding excellence. In this case, the professorial experts preferred to 
treat his case as a mere matter of academic merit, severed from matters of 
official protocol or potential discrimination, and hence ultimately subject to 
their local departmental—if not individual—jurisdiction. And here we recall 
Readings’s assertion that “to say that excellence is a criterion is to say 
absolutely nothing other than that the committee will not reveal the criteria 
used to judge applications” (Readings 1996: 24).

Miyoshi adopted numerous thesis advisees who either defected from 
OL or were banished from it for their alleged insubordination to its com-
manding officers. This generosity speaks to his willingness to challenge the 
limits of his own knowledge to support student learning that outstripped the 
mandates of department- sanctioned expertise. In this sense, we might say 
that a desire to advocate on students’ behalf and to make sure they were 
looked after beyond the doors of his classroom carried him outside of Vic-
torian literature. While detractors might have deemed this propensity arro-
gant in its disregard for disciplinary borders, we might more charitably view 
it as evidence of a form of humility toward student interests and needs—
intellectually, but also in the material sense of their having to survive in the 
academy and secure employment within it.

These students’ paths could dictate where Miyoshi went and 
could permeate his own research, without reductive assumptions about 
the sharing of learning needing to proceed in a hierarchical vector from 
teacher to student. One such example of this exchange is Miyoshi’s foray 
into Genji criticism with his review of Edward Seidensticker’s translation. 
In “The Tale of Genji: Translation as Interpretation” (1979), his emphatic 
claim rings allegorically given our trajectory thus far: “The original Genji, 
I repeat, flows and drifts. At every turn, the stream of narrative opens up 
an unexpected perspective which also revises what has come before . . . 
the narrator blends with characters, who also subtly intermingle with each 
other and with their environments” (Miyoshi 2010f: 80–81). This essay was 
a by- product of a willingness to let Okada’s research suffuse his own, to the 
mutual benefit of both. More significantly, though, the review also staged a 
public display of solidarity that, through the medium of criticism, legitimized 
Okada’s own approach at the moment it was being disparaged within his 
home department’s domain.
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Authority, Expertise, and the Politics of Placement

As a Japanese scholar employed in Berkeley’s English Department, 
Miyoshi’s presence was anomalous within the context of postwar American 
academia. In “‘Bunburying’ in the Japan Field” (1997), he points out that 
“when I became an assistant professor of English at Berkeley, I was prob-
ably the only Japanese- born faculty in English at any major university in the 
United States” (Miyoshi 2010a: 163). This was long before the discourse 
of multicultural diversity or policies designed to institutionalize its pres-
ence in the academy took hold. In a time when the regime of area studies 
dominated the research of cultures within the postwar American university, 
Miyoshi says, “I felt so unencumbered by segregation either by race or by 
specialty that I thought nothing of expanding my studies to Japanese lit-
erature” (164). However, he also notes that “there was no disapproval of 
my training at first, until I began to defy the power hierarchy in Japanese 
studies in Berkeley and, in time, in the United States, Japan and other 
places. (This is a saga in itself, involving actual students, faculty, adminis-
trators, and scholars, inside and outside of the Japan field, which, however, 
must be told elsewhere.)” (164).

Miyoshi’s account suggests that the expansion of study he pursued 
and the precise location of his disciplinary “home” became problematic 
only when questions of power, fairness, and the nature of discipline itself 
surfaced. The moment he resolved to intercede on behalf of students he 
felt were being crushed between the gears of Berkeley’s Japanese studies 
machine, his credentials suddenly became just as suspect as his motives. 
That disapproval toward him and efforts to undermine his credibility as an 
expert in Japanese literature spiked as a consequence of his advocacy 
underscores the stakes of crossing certain boundaries, not of field or area, 
necessarily, but of territory. That the very same OL Department that had 
formerly invited this Japanese, tenured literature scholar to teach courses 
on Japanese literature now impugned his authority on matters of student 
assessment within that field indicates a capricious, expedient recourse to 
the rhetoric of expertise to suit the interests of those unwilling to expose 
their dubious rationales to scrutiny. Once his hegemony as OL chair was 
threatened, it was, in fact, William McCullough’s effort to evade regula-
tion that retrospectively redefined Miyoshi the welcome native authority as 
Miyoshi the unwelcome interloper.

To be sure, the upper administration’s decision to place the depart-
ment in receivership attested to more egregious inconsistencies in OL’s 
policies and deeper- seated problems besides. The department chair and 
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his wife resented Miyoshi’s meddlesome involvement in their affairs. So 
much so, in fact, that where they could not deflect or harm him, due to his 
tenured immunity, they went after those students who had expressed inter-
est in figuring out how to improve conditions in the department and who 
had met with Miyoshi, such as the young woman to whom Helen McCul-
lough wrote to charge with a disloyalty worthy of severed support.

And yet it was the very resistance to appeals for procedural trans-
parency and fairness that catalyzed Miyoshi’s pursuit of justice for stu-
dents—whether they were technically “his” or not. While this demonstration 
of solidarity with the students no doubt read as an encroachment on aca-
demic turf from the McCulloughs’ perspective—and indeed resulted in an 
actual loss of autonomy once the OL Department entered receivership—
Miyoshi’s advocacy also had the effect of eroding a notion of expertise in 
favor of a less narrow notion of authority. In criticizing growing trends such 
as mercenary careerism among faculty and the appropriation of higher 
education by the market, Miyoshi explains in “Literary Elaborations” that 
“we are now experts rather than authorities. This difference is hardly triv-
ial: an authority knows not only her/his specialty but also understands its 
place in the scheme of learning. An expert, on the other hand, is trained 
only in the field of specialization, and refuses to take even a step beyond 
it” (Miyoshi 2010e: 3).

What Miyoshi calls his extended “fight” against OL can be under-
stood in part as a conflict waged over the value of authority versus exper-
tise. At the time of the upheaval, several students themselves sought unwit-
tingly to become authorities, not merely experts, but had to confront the 
harsh reality that to follow such a path smacked of disloyalty to the superi-
ors who administered one’s assigned area and could terminate students’ 
departmental support. What the Okada incident accents is the ugly reality 
that “the scheme of learning” needn’t keep students’ best interests—or 
learning—in mind. That scheme can, moreover, aim to amplify their institu-
tional vulnerability and compromise their life prospects through withdrawal 
of material support. This can force the student to learn their place as inferi-
ors and to rehearse a timidity which ensures that neither the field of spe-
cialization nor those who police its perimeter are disturbed. Consequently, 
the question of the field’s placement and function within broader hege-
monic configurations never ends up being raised.

Miyoshi’s commitment to justice for students within the academy 
nourished his abiding skepticism toward academic discipline as a category 
and his disdain for the subjugating uses to which it could be put. With his 
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status as an expert in Japanese literary studies now officially under fire 
from those whose preserves he’d allegedly invaded, Miyoshi had both to 
imagine otherwise regarding his position within the university complex and 
to strategize the most sound route by which to protect those students being 
mistreated. This challenge necessitated interdisciplinary conversations and 
a degree of coalition building across departments in order to ensure the 
students were taken care of and awarded their degrees.

Whereas Miyoshi had by that point made connections with col-
leagues throughout the humanities, this situation pressed him to think prag-
matically about how to activate those ties and convert them into effective 
alliances. His friendship with Earl Miner was one such alliance. Miyoshi’s 
expertise in English literature helped kindle a rapport with Miner, who was 
situated between the Departments of English, East Asian Studies, and 
Comparative Literature at Princeton. This personal and professional rela-
tionship could be leveraged in helping Okada secure a tenure-track posi-
tion when traditional channels had been blocked. Without Miyoshi’s ardent 
support, Okada never would have earned the position or tenure. I daresay 
he might not have survived the academy at all.

Conclusion: Fostering Futures

Miyoshi’s trenchant writings about the predations of neoliberal capi-
talism, or the erosion of political courage in the face of the university’s 
burgeoning disinterest in opposing global inequality, serve as a powerful 
testament to his intellectual breadth and his investment in exposing and 
opposing exploitation. But as anyone who has spent time in the academy 
knows well, talk is cheap. Therefore, what moves me more than any of 
Miyoshi’s probing criticisms of the academy are the stories Okada shared 
inside and outside the context of graduate seminars about how Miyoshi’s 
active presence enriched his life. Unfortunately, but understandably, many 
of these stories were never recorded or set down in print. For indeed, many 
of the most heartening anecdotes Okada shared were beset by a thicket of 
bitter remembrances that routinely kept him reticent about his graduate 
school experience. And the quotations I’ve included here, even as they 
accrue to suggest something of the contour of those harsh days, still only 
scratch the surface of a deeper history that has yet to be excavated amply.

Yet there are traces that lend a sense of the fuller story. In the first 
paragraph of the acknowledgments for his dissertation, for example, Okada 
writes this:
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The most rewarding experience a student can have is to find himself 
in the presence of a genuine teacher. I feel fortunate to have been 
taught by several in my life, but none has left as enduring a mark 
as my committee chairman, Professor Masao Miyoshi. His extraor-
dinary blend of compassion tempered by a vigorous and insight-
ful critical sense, as well as an ongoing commitment to real world 
issues, has been a constant source of encouragement and inspira-
tion. It is a debt of gratitude I can repay only by trying to teach my 
own students in a similar manner. (Okada 1985: i)

We should pause at the term “compassion,” which juts like “humility” did. 
For as cheap as talk could be in the university of 1975 or that of 2015, 
this term underscores that Miyoshi did far more than merely offer words of 
support: he dug into the long grind of affirming solidarity through meeting 
with students and deans, writing open letters, engaging with Genji and its 
secondary scholarship, nurturing alliances across departments and institu-
tions, calling in favors, and just telephoning to ask how things were going 
and discuss a new book on oceanic pollution. Taken together, all these 
actions foreground Miyoshi’s compassion as manifested through his peda-
gogical commitment—even as they sketch a legacy less legible than that 
which his writing leaves us. His hustle in the trenches points to his desire to 
make the academy more livable and navigable for students trying to orient 
themselves within the expansive world that the academy’s dim corridors 
sought to deny.

This goal of supporting humanity in practice, not just “The Humani-
ties” in theory, is what Miyoshi’s broad- spectrum pedagogy, advocacy, 
and solidarity pursued. Viewed from this vantage, his work does far more 
than just parse area and discipline, expertise and authority. With tenacious 
vitality, Miyoshi cherished an indiscipline that drove his pedagogical com-
mitment. This abiding commitment not only spurred him to imagine alterna-
tive futures beyond the university. More than this, it led him to foster—for 
his students, especially—futures askew of the university’s most demoraliz-
ing routes.
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