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Abstract: These essays are the first drafts of the chapters for an autoethnographic fiction
titled Fustuno Maruchiringaru (An Ordinary Multilingual), scheduled for publication in 2027.
From June 2024 to February 2027, approximately 20 chapters, including a prologue and an
epilogue, are planned to be written in Japanese. The work is based on the author's personal
experiences and follows a character named Alice, born and raised in Japan, whose first
language is Japanese. The story portrays Alice’s everyday use of multiple languages. While
Japan is often misunderstood as a “monolingual society,” the work shows that it is, in fact, a
“multilingual society,” and it challenges the concepts of “ordinary” and “equality” in postwar
Japan from the perspective of language use. Themes such as diversity, coexistence, colonial
and wartime aggression, and the power of language are explored, with a narrative of
homeland loss and regeneration. The work encourages critical reflection on our
unawareness of the privilege of "Japanese" and "English" and the linguistic hierarchies we
live with, aiming to bring out the reader’s own “language stories.” Grounded in critical
metalinguistic awareness, it seeks to explore the possibilities of creating a socially just
world. In order to prepare for the publication of a future English edition and to explore the
impossibility of translation, English translations of all chapters are included.

Keywords: Multilingual Japan, Language Use, Being Ordinary/Normal and Egalitarianism,
Colonial and Wartime Aggression, Critical Metalinguistic Awareness
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Autoethnographic Fiction: Alice's Adventures in Multilingual Japan

Institute for Advanced Studies on Asia, The University of Tokyo

Waka Aoyama

1 #L#R Sapporo, the bright spell of "America

Wind from the sun

When [ was born, Dad was carrying a white baby in "America".

That afternoon, [ was lying in a bed in the neonatal ward of the Hokkaido University Hospital,
wondering why it had taken so long for me to be born. I heard that my mother had been
connected to various tubes and waited for three days and three nights, breathless, for me to
be born, while many people in white coats came in and out of the room, one after another.
The day before my mother was hospitalized, my father had flown to a place called "America.”
My grandmother, or my mother's mother, and my grandfather, or my mother's father, came

to the hospital every day to see me as a newborn baby.

Although I could not yet see my surroundings well, I could hear my mother's voice even
before [ was born, and I could hear my grandmother's and grandfather's voices as well, so |
thought, "Oh, I am going to be born to these people. Of course, before [ was born, I had no
idea whose voice was whose, and I didn't even know that it was a voice at all, but it was like
music that filled my world, even though I was surrounded by amniotic fluid in such a small
space, I was always transfixed by the sight of the sky opening up and appearing there as a
shimmering aurora borealis. My eyelids were supposed to be closed all the time. Various

colors, various rhythms, wind from the sun.

Dad graduated from a university in Tokyo and married Mom. The father's parents were
opposed to the marriage, so the two eloped and moved in with the mother's parents. The
reason they objected was because she was the daughter of a "tankofu". “Tankofu" refers to
people who work in mines. Grandpa was employed by a large company called Mitsui in
Ashibetsu to dig for coal. Grandpa couldn't go into the mountains because of a  lung
disease  so he opened a watch shop. The coaling town was very rich at that time, and
watches sold like hotcakes, so Grandma decided to move to Sapporo and send Mom and her

sister (Akko) to a university in Tokyo. There, she met my father, and he fell for her at first



sight.

Dad applied to graduate school at Hokkaido University to study engineering, but was
unsuccessful. Undeterred, he studied hard to obtain various certifications, and one of his
passions was learning English. Oh, and then. The aurora that appeared when I was in my
mother's womb was often a soft pink color, but sometimes a greenish blue color would
appear, which I thought was strange. | wondered if they were played when my father was
practicing his English or talking to my mother’s tummy (me) for fun. A symphony, bold and

rhythmic, yet flowing endlessly like that grand, generous river.

Love for "America”

My father attended an English class at a "young Christians' group” (called YMCA), but he was
not interested in the way of life of love and service shown by Jesus Christ, nor did he know
that this organization was started by students who received their Bible education from Dr.
Clark at the Sapporo Agricultural College. When he read the mission statement, he was
moved by the idea of realizing the irreplaceability of nature and aiming for the coexistence
of human beings and various forms of life. When he was a student, my father found a rare
butterfly and wrote a newspaper article about it, and he also made specimens of alpine

plants. He’s someone who would have loved to become a biologist.

My father studied engineering. Engineering would remind us of the British industrial
revolution, and that it would make us become a fully industrialized country by making more
and more machines and selling cars and other products to other countries, and that this
would make us rich. That’s true. But I also believe that if machines and industrial products
are used more and more in agriculture, the soil and the living creatures in the soil will be
damaged, the water and air will be polluted, and the landscape will be lost, and there will be
no way to recover. That is why I am so passionate about doing agriculture and agricultural

civil engineering, even though I am an engineer. That’s what he was thinking.

He was devoted to learning English because he was crazy about "America”. My father had a

love. He had both a love and a vulnerability?.

1 In the original Japanese text, a play on words is used with the homophones suki (#f %, meaning
"like" or "love") and suki(fi, meaning "gap" or "vulnerability"). Both words share the same
pronunciation: /swki/.
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In 1964, Dad and Mom watched the Olympics in Tokyo. They cheered for Abebe, a
marathoner from Ethiopia, as he ran at an incredible speed, even though he wondered if he
was reaching the finish line. For my father, who graduated from college in March of that year,
what was even more exciting than the Olympics was that Japanese people were allowed to
travel across the sea for sightseeing. | will get a passport and go to the U.S. someday. I like
"America", I don't know why. I like you, but I don't know why. I think that's what it means to

really like someone. Dad proposed to Mom.

English was "America" and "America" was "the world".

The "America" as Dad calls it does not imagine Mexico, Brazil, Peru, Panama, Nicaragua,
Ecuador, Costa Rica, Bolivia, Honduras, Argentina, or the many islands in the Caribbean Sea,
or even Canada, for that matter. It refers to the "United States of America,” the nation that
came to occupy Japan—positioning itself both at the center and above Japan—after Japan
invaded and colonized countries in the Asia-Pacific region, waged war against the Allied
Powers in the same region, and eventually lost, coming under the control of the General
Headquarters of the Allied Powers (GHQ, or the Occupation Forces) from 1945. However, to

my father, it was like a dazzling star.

Domestic, Cosmetic, Plastic

My mother was not good at English, very, very poor at English.

If I had to choose, I would have to go to a university in Tokyo, according to my grandmother's
advice, but I don't like any of the subjects I have to study, Japanese Literature? But since |
can only read and write in contemporary Japanese, [ can't do classics, and I like reading
modern literature, let's see, modern literature starts from the Meiji Era, right? Mom thought

it was impossible for her to go to college, but she had no choice but to do so.

In Tokyo, Mom made friends in the same department, and they chatted a lot every day and
lived happily. Mom's younger sister, who came to Tokyo later, was a serious person, studying
hard and aspiring to become a pharmacist, so she always scolded Mom for going to
department stores day after day to buy cosmetics and see trendy movies. But she didn't care
about any of that. She was able to attend the seminar and write a paper on Ineko Sata's
"From the Caramel Factory," and she was on track to graduate as long as she could earn her

English credits, which she had been failing for some time.

10
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But Mom couldn't get them. For four years, she kept failing the same test in the same subject,
and kept failing the same follow-up exam. While everyone else passed with flying colors, my
mother was the only one who could not get a sufficient score. The alphabet began to look
like an evil spell that would spell the end of the world. The professor was getting tired of it,
and finally decided that the only thing left to do was to submit a report. My father was a

senior in college, and he had promised to marry my mother once she had graduated.

Mom was not interested in "America," but she knew that Dad loved "America,” and as she
watched him continue to learn English to go to "America," she thought, “he really liked
studying, that he was very different from me. I had no idea why he had fallen in love with me
at first sight, but I liked him. I can feel my heart racing”. Although she was not interested in
"America," she remembered well that a female student with the same name as hers, Michiko,
had died in a violent collision with police during a demonstration for the Anpo Toso (Anpo
Protests)2. Another person with the same name would become the Crown Princess of Japan,

and another person would continue to speak out about Minamata disease.

cnacu6o (thank you) in the midst of the Cold War

Among the auroras I saw when [ was in my mother's tummy, there were one or two waves
of colors and rhythms that made me think, “How mysterious!” I found out after I was born
that they were different kinds of language from English that Grandpa and Akko sometimes
chirped.

Grandpa learned that language solely from his ears.

Grandpa's father and mother were born in the Tohoku region of Japan and moved to
Kamifurano in Hokkaido, which was supposed to be an Ainu village, for "pioneering"
purposes. His brother invited him to go to Karafuto (also called Sakhalin), which was
supposed to be an Ainu territory. The Wirta and Nivkh people were supposed to have lived
there, but they moved to Sakutan, where many "Japanese" settlers were "colonizing" the
land. Grandpa earned money by digging for coal every day in the ground at a mining owned
by a large company. He continued digging even during the war. Many people brought from

Korea were also forced to work there.

2 The Anpo protests were a series of political demonstrations in Japan during the 1960s,
opposing the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty.
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After the Soviet invasion, Grandpa continued to dig for coal in the same way, but he had to
take orders from the Russians instead of the Japanese. After listening to the radio broadcast,
he knew that the war was over and that Japan had lost, but he could not immediately return
to his home country. In the first place, he did not know where to go. There was no family left
in "Hokkaido," and he had lost contact with my relatives. The Russian language gradually
seeped into Grandpa's body, and it did not disappear until later, when his great-

granddaughter Athena was born.

In Akko-chan's case, it was from her eyes that she learned that language.

Akko-chan was my mother's younger sister, two years younger than her. By the time [ was
born, she had already graduated from university in Tokyo and had obtained her
pharmacist's license. Akko-chan had always been outstanding academically since she was
little. One of the reasons for this was that she had the ability to remember things she saw
as if they were scenes from a movie. She would breeze through textbooks and materials
on the very day they were handed out, turning every page in a flash as though possessed
by a desire to "see and know everything." Even though she would sit at her desk without
moving a millimeter, it was as if she were embarking on a journey of a billion light years,
absorbing all the stardust and returning effortlessly. She never lost this ability, even as she
grew up. She would seem absent-minded, but when she opened her mouth, it was as

though the universe itself had unfolded.

At the department of pharmacy, there were three German classes a week. Since she had
acquired basic vocabulary and grammar before she thought of learning them, Akko went to
the library and read every article in German she could find, and when she did not
understand something, she would ask a professor who had studied abroad in Germany. She
was able to grow a forest of German in her head. At first, it was difficult for her to understand
the German spoken by the German professor, but as she continued to listen to the radio
lectures and sang the German songs repeatedly, she gradually began to understand the

language. She could even sing Schubert's "Sake no uta (Trinklied)," a drinking song.

When [ was in my mother's womb, Akko-chan was preparing to study abroad in Germany—
yes, during the Cold War, so she was planning to go to a university in "West Germany" with
a scholarship from the government. She had just gotten her passport, so before crossing over

to Europe, she was also thinking of traveling to Okinawa.
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Strawberry fields, grandma's magic

Unya, mou ikkai iwasete ne.

Okay, let me say it again.

When [ was born, Dad was carrying a white baby in "America".

Pagkatawo nako, naggakos diay ug puti nga bata ang akong papa didto sa “America”.

[ learned about this from an article in an English-language newspaper that my father had
carefully scrapped when I was growing up. The group was welcomed by the local people in
a town in Washington State, where they were photographed by a guide named Betty, who
suggested that Dad hold a newborn baby in their arms. I am not sure if the father told her
that he had a baby on the way. From what I saw, the group from Sapporo were all men, and
the locals who welcomed us were all Caucasian, although some of them were not men. The

curse of "America"” was shining brightly.

Grandma was an unaware, wizard.

She was so happy to see me, her first grandchild, that she built a strawberry patch the size
of a sheet of tatami mat. One July day on my first birthday, [ was made to sit in the strawberry
patch wearing a madras-check bikini, and I grabbed a strawberry with my tiny hands and
ate it with the dirt still on it. My grandmother's strawberries broke the curse, and I was
destined to travel to "America" at least five times in the future, two of which might be for
long periods of time, but never to live there permanently, and to spend the rest of my life
with a strong connection to Asia. The picture books my father had brought back from
"America" had begun to envelop me in English, but my grandmother's spell was more

endless.

Grandpa and Grandma collected clocks from the Shinchugun (the U.S. Occupation Forces),
Grandpa repaired them, Grandma sold them in her store, and they earned so much money
that their chest drawers were overflowing. Neither of them attended any school long enough
to recall. They had to move around so fast from Kamifurano, Fentan, Ashibetsu, and Sapporo
to survive, and they had to work so hard that they never really studied at school. For Grandpa,
school was not important, but for Grandma, it was something she had longed to go to since

she was a child, but could not. Resentment can create destiny.
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When Dad came back from "America," Grandma made him a pot of instant coffee and served
him her favorite sponge cake. She was proud of the fact that he had excelled in college, even
though he didn't have a real job yet, and she liked the fact that he had easily overcome his
parents' objections, and that he came to their house, saying in an unbelievably natural way,
"Hi, hi, we got married, thank you for letting us live with you”. Dad smiled, ate his sponge
cake, and drove Grandma and Grandpa to meet Mom and me, who were still in the hospital,
on the campus of the university, where the green leaves of the spring elm trees were still
fresh and lush.
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