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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 Culture on Asia, The University of Tokyo
Waka Aoyama

3 Fujisawa: Forest Kindergarten

A dragon living by the sea

When I was five years old, I was drinking freshly squeezed milk from a big brown cup.

My family moved into an old, large, wooden house called Nanagokan (-5 £, Building Number
Seven). It was one of the school buildings at the back of the university in Fujisawa. During the
day, there were many people, some in white coats and some in overalls, busily going about their
work. Outside the school building was a large fenced-off area where goats, sheep, ducks, chickens,
and turkeys lived and played with my brother and me. A short walk down a dirt road led to a place
where black-and-white dairy cows lived together. In the late afternoon, my brother and I would
go there to get milk in glass bottles. At dusk, when the sun goes down, the people disappear and

the animals quiet down. In a quiet corner of the farm, time slows down—just for our family.

At eight o'clock at night, when I lay down on the top bunk bed with the nightlight set, the grain
of the ceiling gently undulating, blending into the flow, my mind wandering half this world and
half that world, sometimes a green dragon with a red triangle on its head would float by. I
sometimes saw a green dragon with a red triangular cap on its head. His name was Puff. He had
a very thick tail, as long as his body, on which I could be carried. Puff had big wings, but we never
flew. We either stood by the sea or went somewhere in the sea in a boat rowed by Puff. A city

would float by, a sailboat would float by, or the stars would float by. Then I fall asleep.

In the morning, when I opened the picture book, Puff was living there. My mom plays the record
that comes with the picture book, Puff the Magic Dragon. What looked like a red triangle was
Puff's horn. Puff's friend was not me, but Little Jackie Paper. Puff lived in a place called the Land
of Honah-Lee, surrounded by autumn fog, and Jackie often went there to play, but she liked Puff
so much that he often brought him gifts. For example, strings and sealing-wax. It sounds kind of
strange. [ don't know what it is, it's not depicted in the picture book . I wonder if it's “sealing”, it
may be something wonderful from the sea, or something I don't know. Is there a treasure I don't

know about?



As a young child, I did not understand that the Tokyo Kodomo Club (Tokyo Children’s Club)-
English Singing Club sent me a picture book and a record every month. I did not even know that
my mother had bought them. Since my mother did not speak English, she never read the book to
me or sang along with me. My father was away on "work," and Akko-chan got married and went
to another family. Sooner or later, I learned to play records by myself, open picture books by
myself, and immerse myself in the world until I got bored. I would listen to Hilary and her mother’
sing, repeats the lyrics after Hilary, and sings the last song by myself, repeats it over and over,

and dances while singing.

Explosion into Writing

As I fluffed and swam across the wide ocean of records circling in waves, I became the bell
in Brother John, the star in Twinkle Twinkle Little Star, the boy in Ten Little Indians®, the bridge
in London Bridge, the muffin in The Muffin Man, the skunk in The Little Skunk, the lady
in Greensleeves, the girl rowing the boat in Row, Row, Row Your Boat... Before | knew it, I was
spinning in circles and singing loudly—repeating lines from stories as I twirled around.
Eventually, I grew wings on my back, and when I flapped them, I could float softly. My mother,

concerned about my condition, decided to send me to kindergarten.

The kindergarten was nestled in the forest. Every morning, I would walk through a gate adorned
with grapevines curling around it, step into the triangular-roofed school building, and head to the
room in the corner—one of three large rooms. There, I’d plop down in my favorite little nook and
begin my “work’.” This was a world of Japanese, but when they saw how fascinated I was with
English letters, they created special English “work™ just for me. It involved small block-like

objects, each side marked with a different letter of the alphabet. I could spin the blocks to form

® The singer is Mrs. Firestone, a Canadian opera singer, and Hilary is her daughter. The record includes

many natural conversations between the two. The text of the picture book was written by Harold

Bloom, then professor at Yale University in the United States, and a literary scholar and critic. Bloom's

native language is Yiddish.

¢ A popular folk song in the English-speaking world and known as one of the Mother Goose, early
versions contain racist, cruel, and cynical expressions.
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ten Little Indians , last accessed 2025.04.24)

7 In Montessori education, children's activities are called "work" or "job. This is to distinguish it from

"play," which includes passing the time, and is something that the child does for his or her own growth
and development (Sasaki, Shinichiro. 2021. "Montessori Education for Children with Developmental
Disabilities," Kodansha, p.15 [fE4 KIE—EF.2021. [REEERDZDDEV T vV —V#H

B kst p.15)).
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words, or rearrange the colorful letter blocks to match the words in picture books and build

sentences of my own.

Eventually, I asked my teacher for a piece of paper and a pencil and began to write by hand,
looking at the words and sentences I had made with the blocks and at the printed words in the
picture books. When I felt the letters were perfectly captured on the page, I was overjoyed to see
all these alphabet “people” lined up in a row, and I became more and more absorbed in the forest,
dancing endlessly in a circle with many others among the trees. Something was exploding inside
me. | was creating as many stars as I could. I was traveling through fields of stars. One day, |
finally wrote a sentence without copying anything: “I lik to red.” My teacher noticed and read it

with me. We were so happy!

When it was time to go outside to play, I would make mud dumplings in the sandbox. Softly
enveloped by the babbling of the stream, the chirping of birds, and the little round dots of sunlight
that fell through the leaves, I would roll, wriggle, and brush the dumplings to make “the earth”
and create my own adventure stories. Although I didn’t spend much time with other children, we
shared the table when we ate lunch, and sometimes we stayed together at the kindergarten for
“overnight care.” When Christmas came, we performed a play where everyone told the story of
how baby Jesus was born—some children played Mary the mother or Joseph the father, but I was
a little sheep.

Around the janitors' quarters

Around the janitors' quarters, my grandfather and grandmother lived in a janitor’s dormitory in
the experimental forest just a short walk from Nanagokan, so when my mother told us to go
outside and play, my brother and I would head over there. Most of the plants had name tags, each
with three names: one in Japanese, one in English, and one that looked like English but wasn’t. |
asked my father about it. He told me it was a special name used for flowers and trees, so that
people all over the world could use the same word when talking about the same plant. It’s written
in Latin, he said—for example, the flower called white clover is known as Trifolium repens.

Everything has two or more names...

Grandpa took my brother and me on rides in his cart, and we explored the woods, where he taught
us how to eat mulberries, loquats, and figs by pulling them from the trees. My favorite was the
quince (Chinese quince. Pseudocydonia sinensis), which looked like a large pear, yellowish green

or yellow, and had a smooth skin. It has a sweet fragrance like a flower, but it is so tough that you
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cannot eat it as it is, so you hold it in your hands and put your face in it to enjoy just the smell.
Grandpa would suddenly start imitating bird calls—“Dada-poppo, dada-poppo!”—and it
would startle me so much that I often dropped the quince I was holding right onto the

ground. The cat that followed us would be startled and run away.

Grandma finally had time to study, so she got a cooking license and started working in the student
cafeteria. My brother and I would sometimes eat her orange spaghetti or fried white fish for lunch.
From that time on, Grandma, with her silver hair, white triangular hood, and cape, began to travel
around the “world” on her own, joining tours called “LOOK.” Before she left, she always brought
out a globe to talk with me and asked what I wanted as a “souvenir,” but I didn’t really understand

what a souvenir was, so | always begged her, “I want a treasure—find me a treasure!”

Grandma finally had time to study, so she got a cooking license and started working in the student
cafeteria. My brother and I would sometimes eat her orange spaghetti or fried white fish for lunch.
From that time on, Grandma, with her silver hair, white triangular hood, and cape, began to travel
around the "world" on her own, participating in tours called "LOOK”. Before she left, she always
brought a globe to talk to me and asked me what I wanted as a "souvenir," but I didn't really

understand what a "souvenir" was, so I always begged her, "I want a treasure, find me a treasure!

When Grandma went to Australia, she brought me back a stuffed kangaroo and a koala. When I
turned the screws attached to the kangaroo’s hips, the music box inside would play a song called
“Waltzing Matilda,” and I loved to march around with the kangaroo in my arms to the rhythm of
the music. Among the many postcards she sent, there was one with a very large red rock that
looked like a big mountain. When I gazed at it, [ felt a strange kind of sadness, as if | were angry
about something. Maybe something terribly painful had happened to the people who lived there.
That same feeling came to me when I looked at the bright blue wings of the Morpho butterflies

that Grandma had brought back from Brazil—Dad told me their name and where they came from.
The Morpho Butterfly Speaks
We do not fly very far.

We live deep in the forest,

fluttering high among the trees and between their branches.
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We do not fly very far.
We patrol the edges—fields, rivers,

then return again to the forest.

We do not fly very far.
As babies, we fed on leaves,

and as adults, we sip the juice of rotting fruit and dead animals.

We only look blue—we are not blue.
Tiny scales on our wings

catch the light and cast a small enchantment.

We are not blue.
When we drink the juice of rotten guavas, we land on the ground,

fold our wings, and fade into brown.

We are blue.
When children catch us and pin us

to boards with nails, our wings shine the brightest.

We do not fly very far.
When we die,

tiny creatures come and eat us down to size.

We do not fly very far.
When we die,

ants and flies feed on our bodies and nourish the earth.

We do not fly very far.
Our broken-down bits return to the soil,

helping to nourish something new.
To our dear companions across the sea,

until the day your bodies find their resting place,

speak to the little ones with your shining wings.
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Ruth and Bruce

Unya, let me say it one more time.

Okay, déjame decirlo otra vez.®

When I was five years old, I was drinking freshly squeezed milk from a big brown cup.

Pag-lima ka tuig ko, nag-inom ko ug bag-ong gatas gikan sa dakong brown nga tasa.

At our house on the corner of Nanagokan, my father's American friends often came to visit. They
were sometimes ‘“missionaries,” sometimes ‘researchers,” and sometimes just men—but
sometimes they were couples. Some spoke a little Japanese, some not at all, but all spoke English
in the same way: like the world of Sesame Street, the world of Tokyo Children's Club records, or
the world of a teacher who grew up abroad, reading my writing to me at kindergarten. Even though
it was my first time meeting them, something about the way they spoke—the gentle flutter of their

words—made me feel warm inside.

My father chatted happily in English, while my mother, who didn’t speak the language, moved in
and out of the room—half in, half out—offering food and drinks, looking a little uneasy but
smiling all the while. She had told me that children shouldn’t interrupt adult conversations, so I
tried to stay quiet in the playroom next to the living room, unless someone called me. But my
father and his friends would say, “Alice, come here. Don’t be shy. Shall we sing a song? Can you
sing a song?” So I would step in, shyly, and when I sang Puff the Magic Dragon or You Are My

Sunshine, everyone would sing along with me. My heart beat fast with excitement.

Among the “missionaries” were those who were also “researchers,” and Bruce was one of them.
He told me that he was studying plants and soil at a university in Hawaii. He’s learning how to
grow plants well, how to grow food safely, and so on. He’s teaching things that are useful not only
in Hawaii but also in other warm places, helping people live healthy and happy lives. I'm from
California, but I also study with students from the Philippines and “Okinawa.” I have a girlfriend

named Ruth from the Philippines, who’s back in her hometown, Cebu, for the university vacations.

Where is the Philippines? If you take a globe, you’ll see—oh, here is the Earth. Here’s a place
called California in the United States; it’s on the west side of the Earth. And here is Hawaii. If

you cross the ocean by boat or plane from California, you’ll arrive here. Hawaii is to the left of

8 Spanish.
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California, in the west, in the ocean. And here is Japan—on the other side of California, to the
east on this globe. These little islands here are “Okinawa,” the southernmost part of Japan. And
further south, here is the Philippines, with so many islands—and right in the middle is Ruth’s

hometown, Cebu.

It made me feel a little confused.

I asked Bruce, “Is Japan on the east side of the globe?”” and he said, “Yes. You see, when you look

at it from the mainland U.S.A., it’s on the far right side of the globe—in other words, in the east.”

Bruce said it was a souvenir from the Philippines. He told me he bought it at a shop Ruth had
taken him to, and that the shells were beautiful because they had once been used in the windows
of old buildings. He left the chandelier at our house—it was made of Capiz shells. (Capiz shell—
my dad told me that’s what they call the windowpane oyster, Placuna placenta, after he looked it
up.) The shells were very thin and light, like little round pieces of paper, stacked on top of each
other. Their surface was smooth and white, but not just one kind of white—more like bits of cloud,
with different shades of white mixed in, making me feel like I could float up into the air. I watched
the chandelier as it hung from the clothesline on the porch, swaying gently, catching the sunlight

and glowing with a soft, beautiful light. I couldn’t stop looking at it.
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