HARVARD-YENCHING

BIHREEN T« 7 a Y  £25EHSEARICEIT3
INSTITUTE WORKING 7YUZADEKE

AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC FICTION: ALICE'S
PAPER SERIES ADVENTURES IN MULTILINGUAL JAPAN

Aoyama Waka | The University of Tokyo




BINRESH T 1V a Yy  SEERASARIZETS7 ) ADOEK
Autoethnographic Fiction: Alice's Adventures in Multilingual Japan

Waka Aoyama (The University of Tokyo)

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 firstlanguage 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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“My brother Naoji was called up while still at the University and was sent off to some
island in the South Pacific. We have had no news of him, and he is still missing, even
after the war. Mother has resigned herself to never seeing Naoji again. At least this
is what she says, but I have never once “resigned” myself. All I can think, is that we

certainly will see him again.” (Osamu Dazai, translated by Donald Keene, 1968
[1947], The Setting Sun, Penguin Classics, 16, KFixH7- L)
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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 6: Shonan — Like a Cat Crossing the Sea

Shonan: Like a Cat Crossing the Sea

The man in white was assassinated

Running down the road to the sea, running over the waves, caught by no one.

It was the first summer vacation after I entered high school. I was getting ready to go to
school for the sports festival preparations, nibbling on bread, sipping milk, half-watching
the TV. At the top of the airplane stairs, a man in white lay face down. His face was
hidden. Life had drained completely from his arms, legs, and torso, surrendered to gravity.
Blood was flowing. Shida (the ferns that stay close to me) muttered in a low voice: “He’s
been shot. In broad daylight. Assassinated, in broad daylight.”

At Manila Airport, before the eyes of so many people, just as he had predicted, his life
was stolen in an instant. He was the leader of the opposition, a threat to the dictatorship.
He had returned from exile in the United States, only to die before setting foot back on
the soil of his homeland. The TV screen froze, stabbing at my heart. I grabbed my bag
and hurried to the station. The blouse of my friend’s uniform, when I met her, looked
paler than usual, almost ghostly white.

From the nearest station I walked through the maze of residential streets, climbing the
gentle slope to that elite public high school. Its motto was: “Always do what you are
afraid to do!!” (a line often attributed to Henry David Thoreau, meaning “Take on the
most difficult path”). But I did not know that at the time. What I did know was the school’s
official slogan: “Extraordinarily high achievement in both academics and athletics for
each student.”

I had always wished that in my next life I might be spared a world with “physical
education.” But here, swimming and jump rope were required subjects, and those who
failed to reach their quotas were made to attend extra lessons. There were even absurd
names for them: “supplementary swimming” or “The Jump Rope Friendship
Club.” Teachers taught patiently, but still one had to keep at it, as if one were required to
believe wings might sprout and carry you into the air someday. It felt so futile. And yet,
the students who were good at sports accomplished it all so effortlessly, smiling as they
did so.

At that time there were many children, and even this public high school was overflowing
with students. There were 540 in each grade, 45 in each class, with slightly more boys
than girls. Overwhelmed by the noisy crowds, I often slipped out of the classroom and
wandered into the library, burying myself in the forest of tens of thousands of books,



sometimes letting Shida cover my face with their hands until I dissolved into the words
and fell asleep.

Even so, I had one friend. During the freshman training camp, when my period started
unexpectedly, she quietly handed me a pad without a word. Unlike me, she was good at
athletics—she could triple jump with a rope, swinging it side-to-side with ease. She
invited me to run with her at lunchtime toward the sea, but the ocean was always too far
away. We would turn back at the Yakult factory and return to school.

One spring break, after finishing extra jump-rope lessons, I flew alone to Hawaii. My
father, there on sabbatical, met me at the airport. He introduced me to his colleague, an
American woman named Sally Nakama. With her brown skin, dark eyes, and chestnut-
black hair, she looked straight into my eyes when she spoke, and at the end of her
sentences, she would tighten her expression slightly around her eyes.

One day she took me to the Pearl Harbor Visitor Center. She told me that her grandfather
had been a firefighter, injured in the surprise attack by the Imperial Japanese navy on the
morning of December 7, 19417. Afterward, as a Japanese American, he was sent to an
internment camp. Even in old age, until his death, he would sometimes suffer seizures.

“Pearl Harbor, in the language of the Native Hawaiians, is called Wai Momi,” she said.
“During the Hawaiian Kingdom, it was a rich fishing ground. But under American rule a
naval base was built, and the sea floor was polluted. I wonder how Okinawa is now?”’ she
asked suddenly. I had no answer.

A Road Leading Nowhere

Dozing in the high school classroom, I slipped lightly through the mirror and landed in
the room of the Looking-Glass world. Here, there were no adults to drive me away from
the fireplace. Even if there were adults staring at me from beyond the mirror, they could
not catch me. “Don’t dawdle! Hurry, or before you’ve seen the other parts of this house,
you’ll be forced back through the mirror!” 1 decided first to see the garden, dashed from
the room, and went downstairs. Strictly speaking, I was not running: with just my fingers
touching the banister, my feet never touched the stairs, and I floated downward. In the
garden, where the flowers spoke, I met a tiger lily. “If the soil is too soft, flowers always
fall asleep. For flowers to speak, they need firm ground,” it told me. Before long, the Red
Queen appeared.

“Where did you come from?” the Red Queen asked. “And where are you planning to go?
Raise your head and speak properly. Don’t fidget with your fingers.” Avoiding her
piercing gaze, I did my best to explain that I had lost my way. But the Queen smiled
faintly. “Your road, you say? Such a thing does not exist in this country. All the roads
here belong to me. But still, why have you come here, I wonder?” she asked, her voice a
little gentler. “Bend your knees and make a curtsy. While you 're thinking what to say next.
It saves time.” Before me stretched a strange countryside, small squares enclosed by

" Hawaiian local time; in Japan, it was the pre-dawn hours of December 8, 1941.



straight streams and hedges, spread out like a vast chessboard. Unlike the Queen of Hearts,
the Red Queen did not recklessly cry out “Off with their heads!”

If I could be a pawn here, or even become a queen, that might be interesting. “That is
easy enough,” said the Queen with a smile. “If you like, I shall make you a pawn of the
White Queen.” 1 was told that if I began from the second square and advanced to the
eighth, I could become a queen. At that moment the Queen seized my hand and suddenly
began to run. Her speed was overwhelming, and keeping up was all I could do. Still, she
kept shouting, “Faster! Faster!” However far we ran, the trees and scenery did not
change at all. It was as though the world itself stood still, and no matter how fast we ran,
we overtook nothing. “Faster! Don’t try to speak!” the Queen shouted. I had no intention
of speaking. But I felt as if I might never be able to speak again. That was how short of
breath I was.

The Red Queen taught me how not to “lose” on the chessboard. Run faster, she said. You
have good grades, so you must apply to a university with a name. A year’s delay is
forbidden. The faculty doesn’t matter. Medicine and art are off-limits. All paths are mine.
Your road cannot exist. You need not obey me, but then you will go nowhere. Do as I
say, it is for your own good. Her curse was warm and soft, clinging to me like raw silk
that would never unravel. But it was all right. Someday I would escape. For now, I must
keep running so as not to anger her. I must keep my body light so the curse will not seep
in. To keep evil from accumulating inside me, I would divide food into four parts and eat
only one. To keep myself from going mad.

Some island in the South Pacific, a southern island, an island of people

“Alice, wake up.” Shida shook me, and when I raised my head from the desk, my Japanese
teacher was standing there. One of his eyes was a glass eye. | gazed vacantly at the one
that did not move, and he handed my notebook back with, “Here you are.” Concerned
about how I kept sleeping in class, he and my homeroom English teacher had prepared a
self-study notebook for me. In ordinary exams my grades were good, but in the university
mock exams I could not breathe and drowned.

I was obsessed with “translation,” that is, reading Japanese novels in English. I do not
know why. Perhaps because, in elementary school, the Queen of Hearts had taken away
my English books, and in the cave library I was made to read only Japanese books, which
hurt me like water seeping into my lungs. I read the stories aloud again and again, trying
to absorb their rhythm into my body, and copied them little by little, recreating them as a
book. I did not compare them with the “original” Japanese. But rarely, when I felt I
absolutely must check, I would look at the original. After school I would enter the library
alone, search the holdings using the card catalog, follow the smell of old paper to find a
book, and sit by the window comparing it with my notebook.

“My brother Naoji was called up while still at the University and was sent off to
some island in the South Pacific. We have had no news of him, and he is still missing,
even after the war. Mother has resigned herself to never seeing Naoji again. At least
this is what she says, but I have never once ‘resigned’ myself. All I can think, is that
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we certainly will see him again.’
(Osamu Dazai, The Setting Sun, trans. Donald Keene, 1968 [1947], Penguin Classics,
16, italics mine)

[BBDOEBRIIRFDOHERTHEIN, BHADE~NT7-077225, HER Mz TL
F 5T, BRI T 5> T HIFEDSTY T, BRI, bIERICIIELA VLY
BLTWE, bEoleoTnadhed, Bhid. 2A%k. [EHE] RAdbLi
HI—ELAR W, ZobEZBLITAVE TS| (KA. 1988[1947] [H#l
5. h—&] AEEE. ~+H, KFEIEb7-L)

Dazai wrote “a southern island,” but Donald Keene translated it as “some island in the
South Pacific.” This work was published in 1947, and the English translation first
appeared in 1956. The Pacific War lasted from 1941 to 1945. I knew that much. But I did
not know what kind of people lived on the island where Naoji was sent. What the people
who lived there called it. At the very least, it could not have been only “some island in
the South Pacific” or “a southern island.” Naoji became “missing” to his sister and mother.
But what of the people who lived on that island, the animals, the trees, the flowers, the
soil, the water, the air? What happened to them? And now? Broad daylight. A man in
white. Assassination. Blood that was the price.

Three newborn kittens
My friend was,

born with an illness,
her urge to eat too strong,
becoming plump and round,

while I was,

with a sickness of the mind,
my urge to eat too faint,
growing thin, as if to vanish.

Hidden by the white magnolia tree,
my friend nibbled on snacks,

and together we decided

to keep three newborn kittens.

Three newborn Kkittens,

though they had a mother, she was absent,
pure white with blue eyes,

perhaps unable to hear.

My friend,
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attending a school

for children who learn slowly, slowly,
would come on Sundays

to adore the Kkittens,

while I,

attending a school
for children who learn in haste, in haste,
left the kittens to my grandfather,

and together with the friend

who gave me chocolate in place of words,
hidden by the white magnolia tree,

I raised three newborn kittens.

Three newborn kittens.

A cat has nine lives, each with nine souls—
three for play, three for wandering,
the last three for being with humans.

My friend and I

put the three newborn kittens

into a white-blanketed basket,

and went for a picnic

to the Playa de Espaifia, the Spanish shore.

Between one continent and another

lies the Strait of Gibraltar,

the narrowest of straits.

Someday you’ll be able to cross,

I whispered, stroking the kittens’ foreheads.

If you sail on a ship,
if you ride the wind,
if you ride the waves.

Three newborn kittens.
Meow, they answered.
Don’t you know? We already swam across.

Antes de morir claro—before we die, of course.

The Spanish shore (Playa de Espaiia)
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Unya, let me say it again.
Okay, ez disa béjim®.

Running down the road to the sea,
running over the waves,
no one can catch me.

Modagan ko padulong sa dagat,
modagan ko sa ibabaw sa balud,
ug walay makadakop kanako.

One day, while looking at world history questions in the entrance-exam guides for
“prestigious universities” at the station bookstore, I was seized by the sensation of sinking
into a pitch-black sea. My vision narrowed, I was cut off from myself. I thought I might
die. If the clerk had not led me to a quiet place, I might have collapsed right there. I can’t
do this anymore, I’ll break. The next morning I told my mother: I won’t take the general
entrance exams. My mother answered with something absurd. Alice, you've gotten
thinner lately—how nice. 1 was 160 centimeters tall, my weight had dropped below 40
kilograms. I began to divide not only food but everything into quarters. I cut an hour into
fifteen-minute blocks, made a schedule for each quarter hour, living just enough not to
die.

It was not until a morning in June of my senior year that I was released. My homeroom
teacher called to say I had been chosen for one of the designated school recommendation
slots to a “prestigious university.” If I accepted, I would almost certainly be admitted. It
was not the Spanish department at the university I wanted, but the commerce faculty at
another school, considered more “prestigious” by society. The Red Queen had forbidden
me a year’s delay. If I did not go to university, I would have nowhere. I no longer cared.
I just wanted to end this. I had no choice but to advance to that square on the chessboard.
After hanging up, I told my grandmother, who lived with us, and then my
mother. Congratulations, my mother said with a smile. Then, in a white, faint voice, she
added: So, 1 failed to become the mother of a University of Tokyo student.

My father was simply happy. He asked which university I would attend, but not what I
would study. When, unexpectedly, I said aloud that after entering this university I wanted
to study abroad in the United States, preferably in Hawaii, he answered: That’s fine, but
not Hawaii—go to the mainland United States. Yes, you should take the TOEFL once;
it’s necessary if you want to study in an American undergraduate program. And here, use
this. And he handed me the Lingaphone Advanced American English Course. Through
the summer I bathed in those tapes, copying into my notebook, shadowing, dictating,
solving the official ETS® practice tests. By autumn, when I took the TOEFL, my score

¥ In Kurdish: “Let me say it again.”

? ETS is short for Educational Testing Service, a U.S.-based nonprofit educational organization.
It administers the TOEFL and develops and conducts standardized tests to measure English
proficiency and academic skills worldwide.
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was already good enough for study abroad. Strange, since I had always struggled with the
English of Japanese university entrance exams. I breathed again.

In the second semester of my senior year (this high school had only two terms), I was in
the humanities track, but I hardly attended school anymore. It was a liberal school anyway,
and by then no one bothered with students who already had their university paths decided.
Without anyone reproaching me, I rode the train still in my uniform, got off at the terminal
station, and headed toward a small island floating in the sea like a painting. Lush green
crowned with a white lighthouse. From the broad walkway leading to the island, I looked
down at the coast. On the gray sand there must have been shards of glass, rounded by the
waves. Once again I lifted my head, and this time I tried running slowly. The salty wind
passed through my airways, filling my lungs. In the far distance to the right floated Mount
Fuji. I tried to make out the line where sea and sky met. Stretching out my right arm, I
swung it around, level with the horizon.

Though it was the Pacific Ocean, in my heart arose the image of “Spain.” One day in class
I overheard someone say, It’s the fiftieth anniversary of the Spanish Civil War—let’s read
Lorca. The words possessed me, set me wandering the library shelves, led me to read
Garcia Lorca and also Ramén Sender in Japanese, and even took me with my grandmother
to Spain as a graduation gift, to see Picasso’s Guernica. But I had not understood. I had
not understood what kind of war the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) was. That the
Popular Front clashed with fascism, and that the defeat of the Popular Front is now seen
as the prelude to the Second World War. Above all, I had not understood what the Empire
of Japan was doing in Asia at the same time. That people sometimes crossed the sea for
the sake of invasion.
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