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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.

Keywords: Multilingual Japan, Language Use, Ordinariness 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

Chapter 11 Bohol — Drifting Blessings

Note on languages, spellings, and narrative voice: This chapter is set on Bohol Island in the
central Philippines, where Cebuano is widely spoken. Cebuano expressions are retained in their
original form, with English translations provided where necessary. Spanish and Catholic
devotional terms are likewise preserved when they carry cultural, historical, or spiritual
significance. Place names and proper nouns generally follow widely used English forms, while
local usages are maintained where relevant. Sida is referred to with the singular “they” throughout
the translation.

As throughout this series, Alice’s narrative moves across languages, memories, dreams, and lived
experience. The text does not always distinguish clearly between external events, remembered
conversations, and interior visions. At times, the narrative voice may also shift or expand beyond
a single, fixed perspective. Such ambiguity is intentional and reflects the multilingual, layered,
and relational worlds through which the narrator travels.

Through the Forest, Toward the Light of Memory

At the meeting place of the forest’s green and the sea’s blue, there are moments when a
nameless blessing comes to visit us.

Drawn by Ting, who loves The Kiss by Gustav Klimt (1862—-1918), the painter associated
with fin-de-siécle Vienna, I came to Bohol Island for a holiday. Located between Cebu
and Leyte in the central Philippines, the island is known for a landscape unlike any other
in the Philippines. Limestone, formed over long periods through the accumulation of
ancient coral reefs and shells, can be found throughout the country, but usually only in
scattered formations along mountainsides or coastlines. Here, however, limestone
underlies much of the island itself, and over time rainwater and groundwater have carved
it into an extensive karst landscape. Together they have created a scenery unique in the
archipelago. We are here as lovers, visiting the homeland of Ting’s parents.

Leaving a long-established hotel in Tagbilaran, the provincial capital, we drive east along
the coast before turning inland onto the highway that cuts through the center of the island.
Climbing a winding mountain road, we eventually enter the Bilar Man-Made Forest,
where a green canopy seems to close above us. We step out of the car. Pressing my feet
into the earth, I stretch both arms out to my sides. As if our breathing were responding to
the breathing of the trees, the boundaries of my body begin to soften. Thick roots rise
from the ground like carvings and crawl toward us. “Mahogany came from elsewhere,

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



but now it has taken root. Destroying while sustaining, sustaining while destroying,” Ting
says. Standing there, supported by the earth, I imagine roots reaching deep into the soil,
creating worlds and living beings beyond sight.

Soon after leaving the forest, we arrive in Bilar, Ting’s father’s hometown. It is said to
be one of the places where people resettled after surrendering in the aftermath of the
Dagohoy Rebellion’. At the center of the town stands the Parish Church of San Isidro
Labrador, patron saint of farmers. Across from it, in a quiet residential corner, lives an
elderly relative. In the room where I am received, a man lies on a bed with his eyes gently
closed. After a while, his hand begins to move. He places a small egg in my hand. Warm.
Passing through mango trees behind the house, we walk toward the burial place of the
ancestors. The white stone tomb resembles two coffins joined together. Across its lid runs
a band of tiny blue and green fragments of glass. They catch the sunlight and shimmer.
Looking at them, I suddenly feel as though I am being drawn into the light.

Leaving Bilar behind, we retrace our route toward Tagbilaran. Sitting in the passenger
seat while Ting drives, I close my eyes without realizing it. Along the way, the car stops
in Baclayon. He wants to buy broas (ladyfingers) from a bakery behind the convent for
his mother in Davao. Alone, I walk toward the entrance of the Parish Church of La
Purisima Concepcion de la Virgen Maria. The wind from the sea lifts the hem of my rose-
colored dress. An old church built of coral stone. I step across blue tiles and move inward,
illuminated by colored light. On the retablo mayor, golden vines and fruit intertwine in
elaborate Baroque ornamentation. At the center of the lower tier stands the Virgin Mary,
clothed in a blue mantle and haloed with light, standing upon the globe. Beneath her feet,
the serpent twists in silence, as though both its fangs and its venom have been taken away.
An unwavering gaze. Breath catches.

Flowing Waters, Echoing Prayers

“Alice, wake up.” Sida appears whenever I am alone. “Stand up slowly. Let your breath grow
thin. Breathe all the way out.” Straightening my dress, I place both hands over my stomach and
raise my face. Thick reddish-brown pillars (haligi) march in two rows along either side of the
aisle. Their movement makes my feet unsteady. Widening my stance a little so as not to fall, I
catch the floor beneath the soles of my feet. I let my body yield to a wave rising from the earth.
It is all right. I will not fall. Gray-blue and white tiles spread across the floor in a pattern of
diamonds. Guided by their rthythm, I arrive before the central retablo, dark as chocolate. The altar
before it, the pulpit, the side retablos—all are the same color, a color that absorbs light into its
depths. This is molave, a native wood, hard and heavy.

This is the Parish Church of Santa Monica in Alburquerque. As I gaze at the carvings of the
retablo, their memory rises before me like a dream. One day a great earthquake will come. Before
that day arrives, the people of the village work together to restore the church. Timber cut from
local forests passes from hand to hand. Craftsmen shape it, join it, carve it. Each step is intricate,
so intricate that one cannot help but pray in a sacred place. In the vines, the flowers, and the faces

> The Dagohoy Rebellion (1744-1829) was a long-running resistance movement against Spanish
colonial rule. Led by Francisco Dagohoy, it endured for eighty-five years in the mountainous
interior of Bohol Island.



of the saints, time itself has been inscribed—time carried forward through long years of prayer.
Looking up, I see ceiling paintings by Ray Francia of Cebu spreading across the space as though
embracing it. Light filtering through stained glass softly colors the air and, together with the wood,
plays a gentle melody.

I make my way back alone. At the mouth of the Loay River, where river water and seawater
mingle in dark currents and nipa palms gather like green angel wings, I turn left and drift along
the river. The rose-colored dress [ am wearing was a gift from Ting, yet [ am alone. More precisely,
Sida is with me, though no one else can see them. “Alice, pull yourself together.” As I did in
dreams when I was little, [ encourage myself. Before long, a stone church with a red roof appears
across the river. The Parish Church of San Pedro Apostol in Loboc. The front entrance is closed,
and [ slip quietly through a small side door. Along the central aisle, people walk carrying lengths
of blue cloth. Perhaps they are preparing for a wedding.

“Where did the Mama Mary here come from?” She bears the same name as Our Lady of
Guadalupe in Mexico (Nuestra Seriora de Guadalupe), and her skin is dark, yet she wears a red
mantle rather than a blue one. She does not stand with her hands joined before her chest. She does
not bow her head while holding the child Jesus in one arm. “She feels as though she comes more
directly from the Marian devotion that originated in Guadalupe, Extremadura, in Spain,” Sida
whispers. Have you seen her? Well, we have lived a very long time. Were you born before
Christianity? Well, I do not know what the Bible would say about that, but never mind—Ilook up
at the ceiling. There is a small painting commemorating the day the Virgin stopped the flooding
of the river, on November 26, 1876. A pale blue mantle. Floodwaters. And sorrow.

Between Prayer and Ruin

So sleepy. Floating back toward Loay, I turn right and follow the coast northward. By the time I
arrive in the town of Maribojoc, the sea visible from halfway up the slope seems to tremble ever
so slightly. Entering the Santa Cruz Parish Church through the front doors, I find myself facing
the central retablo at the far end of the sanctuary. Golden vines and flowers stretch upward across
a white background, leading at last to an arch where angels dance. Here and there, reddish-brown
wood shows through. The patron saint here is Santa Cruz—the Holy Cross itself. The cross visible
behind the altar is small and shines in gold. Looking more closely, I notice another cross before
it, smaller still, a muted gold as though darkened by smoke. Whenever I trace the sign of the cross
upon my body, I wonder what it is I am seeking. Reaching toward the pale blue ceiling paintings,
I stretch out my hand.

I follow the road that leads toward the sea. Before long, a reddish-brown enclosure and a cross
come into view. Built in the eighteenth century, the triangular stone watchtower of Punta Cruz
still stands at the tip of the headland, looking out toward Cebu Island in the distance. “Thirteen
years from now, the earthquake will raise the land and the sea will retreat. Grass will grow beneath
the fortress where the waves are breaking now,” Sida says. The cross stretches out both arms
toward the sea. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.” I speak
the words aloud. Mag-ampo kita. Let us pray. These are the words with which the priest begins
the Mass, words that include both the priest and the “I (we)” gathered there—an inclusive we. Yet
am [ truly included in this we? My body slips through the cross and quietly dissolves into the
waves breaking against the shore, like foam.

Wrapped in the afternoon light, it seems to float before me. At the top of a flight of 174 stone

steps stands the Parish Church of Our Lady of Light in Loon. The church was rebuilt after the
earthquake, and traces of that work remain everywhere. Looking up at the facade, I slowly climb
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the steps. White walls. Blue sky. Light gathers quietly between them. Entering through the
doorway, I find myself standing beneath a ceiling washed in pale colors. The air is still. Prayer
lingers here like a faint fragrance. Mag-ampo kita. Let us pray. The words return once more. This
time, they do not feel like a question. They drift through the church, through the afternoon light,
through the bodies gathered there. I listen to them as though listening to distant waves.

Before | know it, I am standing at the water’s edge. A memory returns. I had come across from
Cebu Island. “Please take me with you. I want to go where my husband lives,” 1 asked the
fishermen, but they refused again and again. They worried that [ was too fragile, that I might die
before reaching Bohol. At last, a group of fishermen agreed to take me aboard. When they reached
the shore at Dauis, they became busy with their trade and completely forgot that I was still there
in the boat. When they realized what they had done, they felt ashamed. They had forgotten me.
They had failed to help me. Returning to where they had left their cargo, they found that I had
become a statue. “Why, it is Mama Mary.” The fishermen carried me to the place where the
statues of Saint Joseph and the Child Jesus stood.

True Happiness, or For Those Who Pass Through

Upon the white sand, one
lies beside those without words
entrusting still-unnamed wishes to the sound of the tide

Long ago, a crocodile crossed the path
and swallowed someone's little boat
that river, too, now carries light
moagi those who pass through

a burned town, a language never heard before
before long, rain loosens the earth

Whenever the palms sway in the night
someone's song becomes the wind
memory dwells among forgotten things

I do not yet know
that a light will be kindled deep within the body
the flickering of this star knows it

Held in a gentle embrace, I listen
to the voices of waves, born and vanishing
not knowing whether they are pain or joy

To be born anew
as though rebuilding a church reduced to ruins

within those hands, prayer remains alive

Those who pass through
those who destroy, and those who nurture anew
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continue their journey beneath the same stars of the night

I am not innocent
nor am [ without sin
one bound to the empire's plural complicities

On a starry night, hidden among the signs of a distant train,
if I listen to Campanella's sleeping breath
the Milky Way resounds with a symphony

True happiness, true happiness
is the rose-colored dress unstained by blood?
Groundwater embraces a child drowning in water

Golden stars pouring down
and beyond them, blue, endlessly dark, dark
within a storm of silence, a cross

By the Spring, Calling a Name

Unya, let me say it again, my love.
Okay, isulti nako kana pag-usab, mi amor.

At the meeting place of the forest’s green and the sea’s blue, when a nameless blessing
comes to Vvisit us.

Sa taliwala sa kabakahan sa lasang ug sa kabughaw sa dagat, moabut ang panalangin
nga wala pa’y ngalan kanato—karong higayona.

Descending a narrow moss-covered stone stairway into the valley, I feel a cool presence
rising from beneath my feet. The leaves of the trees sway as they sift the light. The sound
of water slipping through the spaces between them breathes in the distance. Before I know
it, | am standing before Camugao Falls. Water drops straight down from a high cliff face.
It breaks, foams, and flows on again. When I gently place my hand upon the wet rock, a
faint trembling reaches me through the coldness. The sound of the waterfall and the
silence filling the valley embrace one another. A single gust of wind passes through, and
spray touches my face. A quiet baptism for someone yet to be born. Water that simply
flows, simply resounds, simply exists here. In its stillness, my feet tremble with
excitement, trembling and trembling.

I slowly climb toward the Parish Church of Nuestra Sefiora del Carmen, standing upon
the hills of Balilihan. Its whitewashed walls seem almost ready to dissolve into the
sunlight. “This parish was established to receive those who returned from the mountains
after the Dagohoy Rebellion. In that sense, it is connected to Bilar,” Sida says. Looking
up, I notice that the old bell tower has been completely embraced by the trees. Once, it
overlooked the Abatan River and announced the hour of Mass to those living among the
mountains. Now no one can climb it, and its bells are no longer heard. “Please tell us the
time of the next Mass,” I whisper softly into the wind in the local language. A single
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sound reverberates within my body. Rising from the earth and descending from heaven,
it is a lively prayer that has not yet found its name.

I gently touch the floral carvings upon the church door and push. The air inside stirs softly,
and geometric tiles spread beneath my feet. Dipping my fingers into the holy water at the
entrance, [ make the sign of the cross upon my chest. Coolness quietly seeps through me,
while stained glass filters light across the walls. Looking upward, I find scenes of heaven
painted on the ceiling gazing back in silence. Light streaming between the columns wraps
itself around me like breathing. So bright. So blue. So deep. And then—tears almost begin
to fall. Something inside me is surging like a wave. Unexpectedly, I lose my words and
simply stand there. I was born on a Monday. My guardian angel is
Gabriel. Annunciation—the image of the Virgin kneeling with her arms crossed over her
chest beside the angel rises before me. Turning back toward the doorway, I see snow
falling beyond the archway, upon the midsummer sky, upon the forest, upon the sea.

As I begin to ascend toward the snowflakes, they become flower petals and drift gently
around me. Soft sunflowers emerge from the soil beneath my feet. I bend down to greet
them. Not in English, nor Japanese, nor Cebuano, nor Spanish, nor even in the language
of sunflowers, and yet I feel I can convey something important. Perhaps it is not language
at all. I try to offer something like the fresh and living world that overflows when a young
coconut is opened. At that moment, I feel a cool drop of water upon my forehead and
slowly open my eyes. “You were asleep for quite a long time.” Holding a bottle of water,
Ting speaks in a cheerful voice. I sit up from the sofa in the lobby of a long-established
hotel in Tagbilaran. I beg (mangayo) for a Kisses chocolate in its golden wrapper—right
now.

The following year, on a day in May when the green of the world seemed to burn, our
daughter Athena was born.
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