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Autoethnographic Fiction: Alice's Adventures in Multilingual Japan
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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 Adventure in Multilingual Japan

Institute for Advanced Studies on Asia, the University of Tokyo

Waka Aoyama

Chapter 5: Sakaigawa — When the River Overflows

Walking Inside the Classroom

When I stand alone by the riverbank and quietly listen, I am carried away by a bird.

To the east of the middle school, the Sakaigawa River flows quietly. Though truly a wild river, it
usually pretends to be calm. From our house, a fifteen-minute walk through residential streets
brings me to a newly built school, nestled in greenery. Its reddish-orange walls form the gateway
to a “counterfeit reality.” Life here, without older students, was slightly easier. Still, the teacher
stood at the front as always, and I kept on dreaming. Each morning, without realizing it, I crossed
the old bridge and listened to the river’s voice. The wind rustled the grass and trees, strumming a
harp. A white egret stood still, black legs extended, neck bent into an S. The surface of the water
shimmered, catching my breath—It’s the letter S. (sea, sea, sea, sun, sun, sun, swing, swing,

swing...) ...I must go to school.

At this public middle school, with more than forty students in a single class, the teachers were
always very busy. | usually rested my head on the desk with eyes closed or lost myself in the book
I had smuggled in—my mind was never in class. Yet none of the teachers scolded me. I had
excellent grades, thanks to my ability to flip through the textbooks and recall their contents like
photographs, retrieving them at will. I suppose I was just another “well-behaved honor student”

in their eyes: physically present, tucked neatly into desk and chair, causing no trouble.
My classmates were there, but I felt enveloped by a translucent film, watching them from afar.
Even as I sat still, I would go walking inside the classroom. With my eyes closed, the riverside

scene from that morning returned with greater clarity. A kingfisher dove into the water, turning

the space between sky and stream into a swirl of golden light. Its wings paused like a dream, then



vanished, leaving ripples behind. In “Yamanashi,” the father crab asks his children if the blue,
glowing creature—pointed black-edged and descending from above—had red eyes. I don’t
remember if they were red. I wonder if my own eyes will ever turn red. Kingfishers appear blue,
but like the morpho butterfly, their feathers contain no blue pigment. Their color comes from the

microscopic structure of each feather, refracting light into hues of blue and green.

The fern, now slightly faded in its shadow, still followed me. It gathered thickly at my feet beneath
the desk, occasionally stirring me awake. “Alice, wake up. The teacher is saying something.” |
placed my hands on the desk, straightened up, and opened my eyes. The sunlight dazzled me. The
English teacher stood before me, afternoon sun lighting him from behind. The curls of his hair
shimmered like a fine lacework. I stared, mesmerized—until the fern nudged me again. I finally
turned my gaze to the teacher’s face. He said I had misspelled my own name on the English test.

Like, how is that even possible?

Without changing her expression, he shook his head. “Since we use romanization, the correct
spelling is not ‘Alice’ but ‘Arisu.”” Hold on. My name spells ARISU??? To me, it was as

nonsensical as being told to call pudding a polar bear.

Letters from Wyoming

In third grade, the Queen of Hearts had thrown away my precious English records and picture
books “because of the move.” That marked my separation from the English world. Meanwhile, I
resigned myself to the Queen’s cave library, where I was made to read Japanese books and write
compositions. It was painful, but at some point, I gave up resisting. Eventually, it ended. The
Queen grew preoccupied with my grades. As long as they were good, she called me to the cave
less and less. Under surveillance but unbothered, I began reading English study books written in
Japanese on my own. At first, the bilingual format felt strange—I had never seen anything like

that as a child—but I gradually got used to it. I asked my father to help me find a pen pal.

Then, one day, a letter arrived from America. A girl with tightly braided black hair smiled at me,
her pearly teeth shining, her sleeveless dress gleaming white. I had never imagined receiving a
letter from a girl with deep brown skin. I didn’t even know where the State of Wyoming was. Her

long letter looked like a sea of encrypted waves. I tried to reply, but my words melted away like

? A short story by the Japanese poet and author Kenji Miyazawa.



fog. Something tense inside me held back my hand. Truthfully, my image of “America” had been
shaken. Still, I convinced myself I couldn’t write back simply because English was too hard. I

buried her letter in the depths of my desk drawer.

So, when a letter from Bulgaria arrived, I was unsure what to do. It came from the daughter of
my father’s friend, an agricultural chemist. Her round, block letters were comforting, like a short
poem. A photo was enclosed—she wore lavender and smiled among blooming roses, her hair a
bright golden brown. We were the same age, and she said she loved drawing and stories. All I
knew about Bulgaria was yogurt, but now I imagined Sofia filled with colorful flowers. I looked
it up on the globe and learned it bordered Serbia, Macedonia'®, Greece, Turkey, and Romania. I
managed to write a short reply. I drew a gray wagtail I sometimes saw walking by the
Sakaigawa—a Gray Wagtail, Motacilla cinerea—with its yellow belly and gray head, using

colored pencils.

Her response arrived. When I opened the envelope, a small watercolor fluttered out. It was a
painting of a lone gray wagtail standing by the riverbank. Gold and green reflected in the water,
a single fallen leaf drifting slowly downstream. She wrote, “This bird always wags its tail up and
down, doesn’t it?” I gazed at it for a long time, overwhelmed by a strange nostalgia. The letter
continued: “Actually, my family is moving to America soon. My parents will be working at a
university in New York State. I’ve never lived in America before, so I’m nervous and excited to
see what kind of rivers and birds are there.” We were both still so young. Neither of us yet knew

what it meant to live during the Cold War.

Dissolving into Language

One day, I took a practice test at a local cram school. To my surprise, I scored well, and the head
teacher encouraged me to enroll. There I met a tall English teacher. When he pronounced “the
earth,” a breeze formed in his mouth. I nearly wept. It was a rich, textured airflow—a sound like
a gift, something rarely born in the middle school classroom. I told him about listening to English
picture books as a child and reading grammar guides now. He widened his eyes and showed me
many dictionaries. “This one might suit you,” he said, opening a monolingual English dictionary.
“‘Earth’ has several meanings. First, ‘the world,” or ‘the planet that we live on.” For example, ‘the

earth revolves around the sun.” Got it?”” I nodded. “Yes.”

10 Present-day North Macedonia.
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When defined as “the planet we live on,” Earth becomes “chikyuu (}13£) . But who is included

in “we”? Is it just me and other humans and animals I can imagine? Or all forms of life—those
that breathe, and those that don’t? Those I can’t see or touch or hear? All living, formerly living,
and never-alive beings might form the “we” alongside me. I think of imaginary friends.

“Wyoming” doesn’t sound English to me. I want to ask why. Still, I can’t write back.

I joined a small class of five students who were “good at studying.” We were encouraged to apply
not only to local public high schools but also to national and private schools in Tokyo. The pace
was fast, but we took our time with difficult questions. The fern seemed startled to see me awake
and fully present. It released light-green spores from the underside of its leaves, which floated
gently in all directions. Reading the bulky entrance exam prep books—nicknamed “phonebooks”
for their sheer size—felt joyful. These thick volumes, as heavy and densely packed as an actual
telephone directory, were filled with English problems from cover to cover. So much English!
My heart danced. After finishing several of these “phonebooks,” I craved more. The tall English
teacher noticed and handed me a paperback: The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger.

I began carrying that small book with me, copying it into a notebook—not in pencil but in pen. I
didn’t follow the story. Instead, I recreated the pulse of its phrases, the flow of words, the rthythm
of commas, the tone of periods. Like breathing in and out. Without realizing it, my bodily
boundaries dissolved, and I melted into language. The narrator addresses someone as “you.” But
who is “you”? His younger brother, before passing away, had written poems in green ink all over
his baseball mitt—on the fingers, the pocket, everywhere. I copied that phrase repeatedly into my
notebook: “he had poems written all over the fingers and the pocket and everywhere. In green

ink.” "'T kept wondering—why not just say, “he wrote poems all over...”?

A Green Song (una cancién verde'?)

Green,
when did the river begin,

to descend south from mountaintops and pour into the bay?

''D. E. Salinger, 2019 [1951], A Catcher in the Rye, Penguin, 39.
'2 Non-English words in this poem are Spanish.
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Green,
when did the river begin,

to receive a name and mark the boundary between two nations?

Verde que te quiero verde'?,
when did the river begin,

to gently carve the difference between outer flow and inner flow?

Green, and yet,
when did the river begin,

to overflow and be blamed by the people?

Green,
when did the river begin,

to be widened, deepened, and subdued?

Verde que te quiero verde'?,
when did the river forget

that it once harbored serpents like dragons?

Green, and still,
when did the river begin,

to remember it never flowed in a straight line?

Green,
when did the river begin,

to touch the pain of soil wrapped in a gray, hardened shell?

3 Lorca, Federico Garcia. 1928. “Romance Sonambulo,” in Selected Poems (Bilingual

Spanish-English edition), translated by Merryn Williams (2021), Bloodaxe Books, p. 109. In
this edition, the phrase is translated as “Green how much I want you green.” (p. 113).

Quotation marks can be added in the main text if needed.
14 Same as note 5.
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Verde que te quiero verde'”,
when did the river begin,

to hold the sorrow of soil that can no longer cherish water?

At the riverbank, a cluster of wild strawberries—
spreading vines along the ground, taking root,

trembling their leaves, and softly singing.

To Keep from Falling In

Unya, let me say it again.

Okay, Heka ro Kaxa OTHOBO'®.

When I stand alone by the riverbank and quietly listen, I am carried away by a bird.

Twice a week, I went to piano lessons. I rode trains alone, transferred lines, got off at a Toyoko
Line station, passed through a gentle sloping shopping street, climbed a steep staircase, and

arrived at a cozy single-story home with wide lawns and a hedge of “Kaizuka-ibuki” (Juniperus
chinensis 'Kaizuka') . My piano teacher, a friend of my mother’s younger sister from her time in

Germany, lived there with her mother. I had started going at age ten. I’d always played “Neko
Funjatta” in kindergarten. When my mother saw that, she asked my grandmother to buy me an
upright piano and enrolled me in a nearby studio. But later she thought, “Let’s get serious,” and
brought me to this teacher. I disliked the crowded trains, glaring lights, and endless

announcements. [ hated the commute.

At the teacher’s home, her mother welcomed me at the entrance, always in kimono. I’d bow and
say, “Hello, thank you for having me,” remove my shoes while facing forward, step up into the
entryway, turn sideways, crouch, stretch out my right arm, and align my shoes. I was led to the
parlor on the right, where I sat primly on a green leather sofa with a dark wood frame. It was a bit

small and firm, making me want to sit up straight. Through the glass, soft light filled the room,

15 Same as note 5.
' This phrase is in Bulgarian.
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and the garden shimmered beyond. After wiping my hands and drinking a cup of black tea, I

headed to the lesson room.

I was like flat cola—someone who liked playing piano “somehow,” with no dreams of
competitions or music school. Yet, I received forty-five-minute lessons twice a week in a room
with two grand pianos. It felt mismatched. The teacher probably accepted me because I was the
niece of her close friend. She was like a sunflower sprite—cheerful and bright, yet somehow able
to teach even strict exercises like a song of sunshine. Her favorite break, she once said, was to go

picnicking in the forest. Was there even a forest nearby?

I often forgot my Inventions and Sinfonias (J.S. Bach, BWV 772-801) score. I didn’t know why.
Maybe part of me resisted it. Yet, when I stared at the music as if reading a book, it overwhelmed
me. The teacher explained, “Counterpoint is a method of composition using multiple melodies at
once. We call such richly layered music ‘polyphony.’ In this collection, two or sometimes three

distinct streams entwine and generate a spacious world. Tonality holds everything together.”

Bach’s river doesn’t flood. It’s rigid, structural, and technical. Precise rhythms, mathematical
assembly. Reason over emotion. That’s the common view. But is it true? I summoned the narrator
of The Catcher in the Rye and asked, “It’s super tight, right? Each note moves like it’s being
ordered by someone. But weirdly, it calms me. Nothing feels out of place. No mistakes.” Still, is
that really so? Bach’s river feels like it’s holding back a wild urge. The more politely I play, the
more arabesques of madness seem to grow. My sternum tightens, my fingers won’t relax. I resist

and try to exhale.

The catcher from the rye replies: “It’s totally crazy, man. Maybe listen to “Sheep May Safely
Graze” (from Cantata BWV208) or something. You might like it. Who knows.”

THhIZ, NYANKERELZ02R? e, Lz hundi,

You wouldn’t want to call J.S. Bach up. You don’t know.
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