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Abstract: These essays are the first drafts of chapters for an autoethnographic fiction provisionally
titled Futsuno Maruchiringaru (An Ordinary Multilingual): Alice’s Adventures in Multilingual Japan,
scheduled for publication in 2027; from June 2024 to February 2027, approximately twenty
chapters, including a prologue and an epilogue, are being prepared in Japanese. Based on the
author’s personal experiences, the work follows a character named Alice, born and raised in Japan,
whose first language is Japanese, and portrays her everyday use of multiple languages. Japan is often
misunderstood as a “monolingual society,” but this work demonstrates that it is, in fact, a
“multilingual society,” critically reexamining the notions of ordinariness 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 through narratives of homeland loss
and regeneration; at the same time, the work encourages critical reflection on our unawareness of
the privileges of “Japanese” and “English” and the linguistic hierarchies structuring our lives, aiming
to evoke readers’ own “language stories.” Grounded in critical metalinguistic awareness, the project
seeks to explore the possibilities of creating a socially just world, and, in preparation for a future
English edition—and to explore the possibilities and limits of translation—English versions of all
chapters will also be included.
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Autoethnographic Fiction: Alice’s Adventures in Multilingual Japan®

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

Chapter 10 Southern Philippines: Mindanao — Before I Go on Pilgrimage 11

Note on languages and spellings: In this chapter, Cebuano is used as the primary
language of interaction in Mindanao, while Tagalog (Filipino) and English appear as
national and institutional languages. Cebuano expressions are presented in their original
form in dialogue and examples, with English translations provided where necessary.
References to other languages (e.g., Sinama, Maranao, Tausug, Chavacano) are retained
to reflect the linguistic diversity of the region. Place names and proper nouns generally
follow widely used English forms (e.g., Davao City, Mindanao), while local usages are
preserved where relevant.

Carried by the Monsoon Winds

Led by the voices of people, the lamb swims through a sea of words, and is left breathless
by its abundance.

“Are you really sure—Mindanao, not California?” Professor Niko, who looks like a teddy
bear, says this while looking into my eyes. [ am in my second year of the doctoral program
at a university in Hongo. I am preparing to go abroad for fieldwork for my dissertation.
Now, I am trying to decide where to go. I murmur to myself. Not the United States, not
the Philippines—I really want to go to Mexico. But I cannot. In my seminar, there is an
outstanding classmate who studied in Mexico as an undergraduate. I am not in that league.
I cannot go to “America” even more so; it is tied to memories too painful to recall clearly.
The Philippines—I am familiar with it, having gone there for fieldwork as a research
assistant at an institute since my master’s program. But I have always conducted my
research in English, and I still do not speak the local languages.

“The Philippines could be called a kind of Latin Asia,” Professor Niko says. It is true: it
has a history of Spanish colonial rule, and, unlike most of Asia, Christianity—particularly
Catholicism—is the majority religion. After Spain came “America”—in the Philippine
case, actual colonial rule—and the ties remain deep. In that sense, it resonates with the
Latin America I had longed for. I had dreamed of oranges (naranja), yet before I knew it,
I was heading toward a place where small green fruits (calamansi) sit naturally on the
table. My destination would be Mindanao in the southern Philippines—specifically,
Davao City. By chance, Professor Maru—Professor Niko’s own mentor—was visiting

% In this essay, italicization of non-English expressions is used solely for readability and does not
imply any hierarchy among languages.



our university at the time, and declared with finality: “Better Cebuano than Tagalog. Why
not Davao, which has historical ties with Japan’?”

Summer, 1997. A university office. On May 8 of that year, the Act on the Promotion of
Ainu Culture and the Dissemination and Advocacy of Knowledge about Ainu Traditions
was enacted, and with it, the former Hokkaido Former Aborigines Protection Act (1899)
and the Asahikawa Former Aborigines Protection Land Disposition Act (1934) were
abolished. Unthinkingly, I left for Mindanao without knowing any of this.
“Unthinking”—this is a failing committed precisely by those who live with majority
privilege, unaware of the violence embedded in their own historically formed bodies.
Professor Niko and Professor Maru had conducted their research primarily in Luzon,
including Metro Manila, using Tagalog—or Filipino, the national language of the
Republic of the Philippines and one of its official languages®—focusing on the lives of
the predominantly Christian population.

In October of that same year, the Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act of 1997 (Republic Act
No. 8371) was enacted, marking the first comprehensive recognition of indigenous rights
by the state. I only repeated this unthinking, arriving in Davao City without knowing this
as well. In a state that was all too “innocent”—this too a sin born of majority privilege—
I began searching for the scent of the “land” through Cebuano, the lingua franca of Davao
City, often referred to as Visayan. At the time, the only Cebuano learning materials
available in Japan were compact phrasebooks with Japanese translations. I played cassette
tapes over and over. Vowels loosened in the water—yet they were not only soft; they felt
strangely familiar, though I was hearing them for the first time.

Like a Grazing Lamb

In 1998, I went to study at the Maryknoll Institute of Language and Culture (MILC), a
language school in Davao City on the island of Mindanao. Established in 1958 by the
Maryknoll Missionaries of the United States, the school was then located in an old
building in the Pampanga district of Davao City and primarily served Catholic
missionaries. As Pope John Paul II had expressed, its aim was to “immerse oneself in the
language and culture of the land,” and it sought to deepen understanding of Philippine
culture through the teaching of Cebuano and Tagalog. I enrolled in the regular beginner’s
course in Cebuano, where I received one-on-one practice with local language instructors,
grammar lectures, listening sessions in the language lab, and cultural orientation. The
classes, conducted in English, followed a method that emphasized repetition, based on
the idea that “language is habit.” I was admitted not as a missionary, but as a “lay person.”

What does this mean, I wonder. I have been baptized as a Catholic, and yet I have never
really thought about what it means to engage in mission. Every day, during the lunch
break, I attend a Mass offered in halting Cebuano by a classmate—a priest who has only

" Before World War 11, the area was home to many Japanese migrants engaged in abaca (hemp)
cultivation.
¥ The other official language is English.



just arrived from abroad. During the confession, we recite akong sala, akong sala, akong
dagkong sala (my sin, my sin, my great sin), and strike our chests three times, visibly and
deliberately. It is different from the more restrained gestures of the Mass in Japanese.
When we chant the psalm in response, my voice trembles—I am not good at singing, and
I feel embarrassed. Magbalantay kanako ang Ginoo, wala nay magmakulang pa
kanako (The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want). So, I am a lamb. Protected by a fence,
being fed on the grass of Cebuano. Is it all right for me to be here? Am I a lost lamb?

From the house where I stay, I walk along the highway, pass the Insular Hotel, turn right
toward the sea, and the grounds of MILC come into view. Joy, who moves as if flying
with one leg and two crutches, guides me when I lose my way to the classroom. From
Monday to Friday, there are nine class periods a day, beginning at 8:30 in the morning,
each lasting thirty minutes. The first period is a grammar lecture; the remaining eight
consist of repeated rounds: thirty minutes of listening and pronunciation drills in a small
lab, followed by thirty minutes of speaking pattern practice with a Cebuano-speaking
instructor—this sequence repeated four times. There is a merienda—a snack break—in
the morning, and the lunch break is long. Classes end at 3:30 p.m., and on the way home,
I chat with an “American” classmate in Cebuano, which smells faintly of grass. We are
far too clumsy. Our native languages show through in our speech. A sea breeze blows in.

One of the first things I learned was that in the older orthography of Cebuano, only three
vowels—a, i, u—were used. What? No e and 0? But the sounds do exist, and in the
current orthography, five vowels—a, e, i, o, u—are distinguished®. The next thing I
learned was the concept of focus. For example, “The lamb eats grass” is Mo-kaon ang
kordero ug sagbot (The lamb eats grass). But when the focus shifts to the grass, it
becomes Kan-on sa kordero ang sagbot (The grass is eaten by the lamb). By attaching
affixes to the verb root kaon, the sentence indicates what is in focus. It is not a matter of
whether a noun is the subject; rather, the form of the sentence changes according to what
the speaker wishes to foreground. Furthermore, Cebuano uses aspect rather than tense.
Even when a form appears to be in the past, it indicates whether an action is “completed”
or “incomplete.” Like a kordero (lamb), I can only nibble, little by little, at the grass
before me.

Voices That Bloomed in This Land

Through an introduction by a professor at Ateneo de Davao University (AdDU), I begin
a homestay with the Tiongco family (not “Tionko”), a prominent local family. Passing
through the large gate facing the street, | am greeted by bougainvillea in full bloom. Nan
Teriya, a live-in helper, says to me in Cebuano, “It’s bugambilya—it’s also called bumpil.”
I begin to encounter the world anew through these new names. I speak to a flower that
looks like a hibiscus. What are you called? “Gumamela,” it answers. Spanish? Were you
named by the Spanish? The gumamela flowers giggle softly. “Someone may have named

? Cebuano has two semivowels (w and y [= /j/]) and approximately fourteen consonants. These
include the glottal stop ([?]), produced by a momentary closure of the vocal cords.
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us, but now it is our name.” In this land once called Las Islas Filipinas—the Islands of
Philip II—local words that have lived through Spanish continue to breathe.

I enter the large yet unadorned house and stand by the pond in its enclosed courtyard. Koi
gather near me. Around the pond are tiled images depicting the fourteen Stations of the
Cross—the Passion of Jesus. A statue of Saint Joseph stands as if watching over them.
Beyond, there is the room of Nang Caring, the head of the household, and the Pink Room
(for “girls”) and Blue Room (for “boys”), once used by her seven children, now all
middle-aged. In the wide space before the rooms, family photographs and diplomas are
displayed in frames. Her husband, an engineer who ran a construction company and
served as a city councilor, passed away many years ago; on the day I arrived, a family
gathering was being held in memory of his death. Both were from the island of Bohol and
had moved to Davao after the war. As we shared meals, Nang Caring spoke in English
about trade with Japan and her memories of the Osaka Expo.

Espera (wait). Today, Cebuano is widely spoken in Davao City, and Tagalog and English
are also understood. But this has not always been the case. The shape of this place has
been transformed by violence—such as migration policies under American rule and
wartime occupation by Japan—as well as by encounters with people who came here
voluntarily, or sometimes by chance. Although traces of Spanish rule remain, before that,
various Muslim communities and indigenous peoples had long been rooted in this land.
Their languages are still spoken today. Though few in number, they remain vibrant, alive
within everyday life. Bearing their own hardships, people find places for themselves and
live together. As if to celebrate this diversity, the Kadayawan Festival is held every
August, filling the city with dance and music. As voices overlap like woven cloth and
floats piled high with fruit pass through the streets, the past and present of this city
resound like a blessing.

Before long, I grow weary of the mechanical repetition drills at MILC and drop out of the
twenty-five-week course after eight weeks. I hire a private tutor and begin practicing
driving on the streets. I move out of Nang Caring’s house and into a furnished serviced
apartment in downtown Davao—Ilocally called an “apartelle”—and begin living on my
own. From there, I start going to an NGO introduced to me by Professor Niko and begin
a preliminary study on “the lives of the urban poor.” At the NGO, I meet Clara, about ten
years older than I am, who has roots in Cebu. I hire her as a research assistant. It becomes
a relationship far more intimate than I could ever have imagined—we eat meals together,
share snacks, she lets me nap, and she is always by my side. “Ilabay tika sa bintana kung
mag-Iningles ka” (If you speak English, I’'ll throw you out the window), she says
cheerfully.

Led by Clara, I cross from Quezon Boulevard over a narrow bridge made of uneven
coconut lumber, spanning the coastal sandbar toward Isla Verde. While Davao City as a
whole has a predominantly Christian population, this area is home to many Muslim
residents, especially those known as Maranao. People of Tausug, Maguindanao, and
Sama backgrounds also live here. In the barangay, many positions—from the captain,
who serves as the village head, to the kagawad, or council members—are held by
Maranao individuals. Mosques of various sizes stand throughout the area, Maranao is
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heard in conversation, and men in white caps and women in veils move through the streets.
At prayer times, the call to prayer sounds from the minarets. Clara and I speak in Cebuano,
and the Maranao people respond in Cebuano as well. At times, Tagalog is mixed in.
English is rarely used.

Voices Crossing the Sea — For Lasa in Heaven

On the night sea, houses drift
Beneath a bare bulb, Lasa takes my hand
“Write,” she says

It was Sinama
A boat spoken rather than written
Unseen, yet stirring the ear

Living by the shores of Zamboanga
Chavacano, Tausug, Yakan
each a water carrying life

“Why so many?”’
When I ask, Lasa is like the wind
“Why only one?”

Language is not something to choose
It lies along the shore
like sea cucumbers, you simply gather it

The darkness of the moon touches Lasa’s cheek
Amatay bulan—a moonless night
Voices cross over like boats

Shadows swim on nipa walls
There are voices in this world that cannot be written
Rich, so rich, a shoal of fish

I let the fish go
Let me dissolve into the coral forest
if only for the night

In my palm, ink like the tide
In the morning, alone, I trace it
Lasa’s voice still trembles

“Can you hear it?” Lasa whispers
“May a day come when you will understand
like the sky”
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Between the City and the Waves

Unya, let me say it once more.
Okay, isulti nako kana pag-usab.

Led by the voices of people, the lamb swims through a sea of words, and is left
breathless by its abundance.

Gigiyahan sa mga tingog sa katawhan, ang kordero naglangoy sa dagat sa mga pulong,
ug nahibulong siya sa kadagaya.

From early morning until evening, I go to the Sama settlement in Isla Verde. It is said to
be “the most impoverished area in Davao City.” Houses built on stilts along the shore
become, at high tide, like a beautiful village floating on the sea; at low tide, they turn into
something like an island of waste, where large amounts of plastic debris drift in and pile
up like a mountain. At that time, most people had never attended school, and because
their language and religion—neither Christian nor Muslim, though many would later
accept Christian missions—differed from those around them, they were rarely
“employed.” Men went out to fish; women and children sold secondhand clothes; the
elderly sometimes begged. Moving from one settlement to another—not only within
Mindanao but across various parts of the Philippines where Sama communities are
scattered—they lived their daily lives.

The Sama people speak to us in Cebuano. There is no formal school here that teaches
Sinama. I sometimes see copies of the New Testament translated into Sinama by SIL
(Summer Institute of Linguistics)!’, placed in homes like protective objects. Because very
few people “read” them as written texts, it feels difficult to ask someone to teach me how
to read them. A friend studying linguistics at the University of the Philippines, and
another conducting research in Malaysia, have been working together to collect
vocabulary from Sama communities dispersed across different regions of what is called
the “maritime Southeast Asian world”—with variations across locations—and they sent
me lists and simple phrasebooks. But without an understanding of grammar, I do not
know how to learn from them. In any case, at that time, I was already struggling just to
keep up with Cebuano.

Seeing me like this, Baylan was the one who agreed to take on the role of “mastal'!.” She
supports her often-ill husband—a former shark fisherman—by selling secondhand
clothes (ukay-ukay), and lives at the center of several houses connected by narrow
walkways made of bundled bamboo poles, together with her five daughters—three of
whom are already married—and many grandchildren. Whether standing or squatting, her
back is always straight, as if the joys and hardships of life were fuel that sustained her
strength each day. She calls over her granddaughter Marisa, who is in high school and

' A non-profit linguistic research organization based on Christian faith, established in 1934 in
Arkansas, United States. Its primary mission is to expand knowledge of languages through the
study and documentation of minority languages, and to support literacy and Bible translation. In
2024, marking its 90th anniversary, it changed its name from “International SIL” to “Global SIL.”
' “Mastal” means “teacher” in Sinama.
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can read and write, and tells her, “Write for Ris (as they called me).” When I pick example
sentences from my Cebuano textbook from MILC, Marisa translates them into Sinama,
reads them aloud to Baylan for confirmation, and writes them down in my notebook. She
also weaves a mat with my name in it so that I can rest, and sells it to me for little more
than the cost of materials.

Espera (wait). Is what I am doing a form of unthinking violence? Through Cebuano—the
majority language in Davao—and through teaching materials produced by a Catholic
missionary organization originating in the United States, I am writing down, as text,
words that were originally transmitted through voice, simply because I want to understand
them. Is that acceptable? If someone unknown were to come to me and say that they
cannot read what I have written, and ask me to render everything into voice—would I be
able to receive that person as a guest, to embrace them and say welcome, to offer
hospitality? Could I give my words freely, in the form that they wish to receive them?
Even if that person might harm me, betray me, fight me, take away my freedom, my
dignity, my life—could I still love them as a neighbor?

Entering the “water” settlement from outside, one feels its height. The narrow walkways
that connect the houses like a maze have no railings. I sometimes fell—into the sea at
high tide, or into piles of garbage at low tide. Usually when I was moving too cautiously,
step by step, or when I was afraid of the height. It is easier to keep one’s balance by
moving in a small, rhythmic run. Once inside, the floors of the houses and their verandas
are at nearly the same level as the walkways, and the sense of “height” disappears. As I
listen to the sounds of the tides, the waves, and the wind, my senses begin to open. One
day, Baylan’s husband seated us in the center of a boat and pushed off from the shore.
The city of Davao receded into the distance. If I aligned my body with the rhythm of the
waves and the rocking of the boat, I felt I would not become seasick. At the bow, Baylan
stood upright, extending her arm to indicate the direction ahead.
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