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Autoethnographic Fiction: Alice's Adventures in Multilingual Japan

Waka Aoyama (The University of Tokyo)

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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Pag-ka pito nako ka tuig, kalit lang nawala ang yuta, ug nalutaw ko sa hangin, nga walay

tingog nga nahulog sa kangitnit.
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Autoethnographic Fiction: Alice’s Adventure in Multilingual Japan

Institute for Advanced Studies on Asia, the University of Tokyo
Waka Aoyama

Chapter 4: Takakura—The Fern Finds Its Way
The Teacher Stands Before Me
At seven, the ground beneath me disappeared; I floated, then plunged silently into darkness.

In third grade, our family moved from Building No. 7 to an old house in Takakura, a few train
stops away. Having lived within the university's embrace, | was severed from the ever-present
forest that had enveloped me. Accustomed to its constant presence, | didn't realize I had stepped
outside its bounds. In truth, the forest had followed me, now watching over me from within. But

I hadn't noticed that yet. Only the fern's voice from Fukushima remained clear.

The fern accompanied me on my first day at the local public school. Its leaves fanned out like a
peacock's tail, each leaflet sprouting from a glossy, dark-brown stem. It exuded a sacred aura, as
if to ward off evil—though not entirely. The fern sensed danger, sometimes glimpsed the future,
offering silent warnings. But it never dictated how to feel, think, or act. "Alice, hush," it whispered.
"This is what freedom means." As I entered the classroom as a first-grader, the fern stiffened its

leaflets and murmured, "Y ou might temporarily lose your words."

The classroom was a square, filled with square desks and chairs aligned toward the square
blackboard at the front. Even the cubbyholes at the back, designated for each student's belongings,
were square. The air itself felt square, pressing in from all sides. Overwhelmed, I longed to sit on
the floor near the back window, where space seemed to open up before me. But the person who

introduced herself as "teacher" said, of course, in Japanese, "Your name starts with 'A [a],’ so
you're number one. Sit at the very front, by the hallway." (H 772134 H12% [H] LM E
2RSS L IEANR, WHIEARTO, EFDIE) DREICHEY =X \»)

I couldn't protest, "That's not right, teacher. My name starts with 'A' /e1/in English." (6 25\ > %
3. Jt4. my name starts with A ). Either way, I'd be placed at the front.

As I stood there, bewildered, the teacher approached gently yet firmly, enveloped in that square
air, insisting I sit. This was unlike anything in kindergarten. The idea of a teacher perpetually

standing before me, issuing commands, was hard to grasp. Unable to express my shock or flee, |



tucked it deep into a small box within my heart and sealed it tight. The next day, I came down
with mumps and missed a week of school. The fern whispered, "Living beings find a way to

survive. The path will appear."”
I Can’t Find English

Sitting beside the fern in class, I grew increasingly bored. Peeking into the books handed out by
the teacher, I found no sparkling stars, no Humpty Dumpty, no Jack and Jill, no dialogues in the
alphabet. Most importantly, they weren't in English. I could read the characters, but I didn't like
them. They were in Japanese, referred to as "kokugo" (national language) in class. The teacher

read aloud, and we echoed in unison or took turns reading individually. It was unbearably dull.

So, I began to daydream. It was a warm spring day, making me sleepy and sluggish. Perhaps
making a clover crown would be fun. No, cherry blossoms were in bloom, pink petals dancing in
the breeze under a blue sky. The air was warm, new buds sprouting from grass and trees, birds
chirping joyfully. Nature was awakening. Even the fern, with baby shoots emerging from its
underground stem, slowly unfurling its leaves. The slight curl at the tip of the young leaves was

endearing.

Then, suddenly, a white opossum with pink eyes dashed past me. It wasn't unusual, and hearing
it mutter, "Oh dear! Oh dear! I'm late!" didn't seem odd either. (In hindsight, perhaps I had been
read "Alice" picture books® too often in kindergarten, but at the time, it felt normal.) However,
when the opossum didn't pull out a watch from its apron and simply ran off, I was startled and

stood up.

"What's this? Why isn't it checking the time?" I thought, chasing the opossum out to the
schoolyard. Seeing it dive into a large burrow beneath the boxwood hedge, I leaped in after it
without considering how I'd get out. The fern had told me that living beings find a way. So,
without caution, I found myself falling. The fern didn't seem to follow. The opossum's tunnel
initially went straight, then suddenly descended like a deep cave. As I fell, I had ample time to

observe my surroundings and ponder what lay ahead.

The Library Within the Cave

3Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and its sequel, Through the Looking-
Glass, and What Alice Found There (1871).



Looking up inside the cave, I saw numerous cupboards and bookshelves embedded in the rock
walls, adorned with maps and pictures. While falling, I grabbed a jar labeled " Marmalade Not
Orange," but it was empty, which was disappointing. Fearing it might hit someone below, Still
falling, I reached out and placed it gently back on the shelf. "Wow!" I thought. Falling this much
without harm—maybe I could even survive a fall from the sky? Mom might praise me, saying,
"What a strong child," but I wouldn't boast about it. After all, I was taught not to brag, to avoid

incurring the wrath of the thunder god.

I kept falling. Would this ever end? "How far have I fallen?" I said aloud. "Soon, I'll pass through
the Earth's center. It's extremely hot and solid there. At the core lies a solid iron ball, surrounded
by molten iron and nickel, giving Earth its magnetic field." (Alice had just learned this from an
encyclopedia. Though no one was listening, it was a good chance to review. Besides, Mom had

warned against boasting.) "Yes, if | keep falling, [ might end up in Patagonia, Chile."

As I passed through, instead of grasslands or glaciers, I found myself in a library. Walls lined
with bookshelves; every book written in Japanese. There, the Queen of Hearts caught my eye.
She smiled coldly and said, "Now, read this book." Reluctantly, I opened it and began reading
aloud. The word "everyone" appeared excessively, and with each page, 1 felt increasingly twisted
inside. Something was wrong, but I couldn't articulate it. Still, the Queen silently stared at me. I

had no idea why I had to do this, yet I kept reading.

Following the Queen's orders, I sat at an old desk piled high with manuscript paper—vertically
ruled! "You must never write about your feelings or inner thoughts," she said sternly. Obeying, |
diligently wrote about flowers, trees, people's expressions, movements, and voices. Even when
tired, the manuscript pages multiplied, and 1 wrote endlessly, unaware of day or night.
Occasionally, the Queen would peek from behind, pull my hair forcefully, and say, "Write in
more detail." Gradually, I lost track of what I was writing. Though the color of the sky and the

sound of the wind were depicted on paper, my heart reflected nothing.

Maryruby's Tea Party

"Alice, wake up and come back,"
The fern shook me gently, and I opened my eyes to find myself back in the square classroom.

Apparently, I had become a fourth-grader without realizing it.

10



"Alice, wake up and follow me,"
The fern pulled me close—suddenly I was in the garden of Building No. 7.

Apparently, I was wearing a blue dress without realizing it.

"Alice, wake up and come here,"

The fern embraced me, and I opened my eyes to find myself under the chestnut tree.
Apparently, I was sitting at a large table without realizing it.

"Alice, wake up and say hello,"

The fern nudged me, and I opened my eyes to see Maryruby sitting there.

Apparently, I had reunited with our old cat without realizing it.

"Alice, wake up and say good day,"
The fern urged me, and I opened my eyes to a soft, fluffy tuxedo cat.

Apparently, it had rubbed its head against me without my noticing.

"Alice, wake up and choose your tea,"
The fern prompted me, and I opened my eyes to see Maryruby smiling.

Apparently, a silver tea canister had been offered to me.

"Alice, wake up and look at the pot,"
The fern held me close, and I opened my eyes to a clear teapot.

Apparently, tea leaves were swirling inside it.

"Alice, wake up and drink your tea,"
The fern pulled me near, and I opened my eyes to a transparent teacup.

Apparently, the tea was gently spiraling inside.

"Alice, wake up and have a treat,"

The fern stirred me gently, and I opened my eyes to a madeleine steeped in memory.
Apparently, I had already dipped it into my tea.

Maryruby—yes, our very first tutor—

No matter what we did, she only meowed in reply.

One day, wrapped in snowy white sheets, she vanished into the blue sky.

The Forest Within My Heart
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Unya, let me say it again.

Okay, permettez-moi de le répéter”.

At seven, the ground beneath me disappeared; I floated, then plunged silently into darkness.
Pag-ka pito nako ka tuig, kalit lang nawala ang yuta, ug nalutaw ko sa hangin, nga walay

tingog nga nahulog sa kangitnit.

The Queen of Hearts had thrown away my precious English records and picture books. She said
it was for the move, but [ hadn’t noticed. Even while packing, I thought they’d turn up somewhere.
When I realized they were gone, my mind went blank. I searched the house frantically, but they
were nowhere. Their absence hollowed me out, left me voiceless. [ wanted to scream and cry, but
not a single tear would come. I glared at the Queen. She stared back coldly, grabbed my arm.
When I cried out, she yanked my hair and dragged me through the cave. The stone walls chilled
me to the bone. Slowly, her body faded. At last, only her dark eyes remained—and then they, too,

vanished.

The fern appeared softly, lifting me into an embrace. “Alice, hush. Listen. When drought deepens,
we work a quiet magic. We curl our leaves inward to preserve moisture, like sleeping through dry
winds. In those times, we gather close and wait for rain. Our leaves are thick; they hardly wilt.
Our roots stretch deep to find hidden water. We're not always strong, but this is how we survive—
quietly, surely. No matter how dry the wind, we endure.” And with that, the fern disappeared

again.

This is a cave, but there must be a door to the forest. On the old desk, a small golden key lay
waiting. Yes, with this, I would try to open the tiny door—but [ was too big to fit through. “Alice”
drinks the potion that shrinks her, right? But then, she forgets the key on the desk and can’t reach
it anymore. What happens next? Oh yes—she eats the cake that makes her grow, but then she’s
too big again. Eventually, she balances her size, becomes small once more, and passes through

the door into the forest.
“Stay brave, Alice!” (BX%H >T, 7Y R !) Iwhispered aloud.

Suddenly, I felt awake. It was summer. I sat at a square desk in a square classroom with a square
feeling. The teacher was still standing in front, continuing our “kokugo” lesson. Only I was frozen,

as if trapped in ice. I couldn’t move or speak—but I was safe, right? I’'m fine. (K3L5K)

4 French.
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Apparently, I’d have to write a picture diary every day during summer break. I already knew: in
August, the Queen of Hearts would send my brother and me to our grandfather’s coastal town,

and make us write postcards to Mother every day, describing what had happened.

This grandfather—Father’s father—grew magical at night with drink in hand, fighting invisible

monsters with a long sword. We’d be forced to flee to the moon. You know, I don’t like it at all!

(bh s ki, T weho ! 1)

Ah, I’ve just awakened, but already I’'m unbearably sleepy. Because unless I’'m dreaming, I can’t
stay awake. Let’s go to the forest. If the wild roses (Rosa multiflora) bloom red, I’ll gently turn

them white again.
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