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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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Chapter 7: The East Coast— In Search of “America” I
From the Library in Hiyoshi to Delaware
I wanted to go somewhere else—not here—but that desire itself was a privilege.

Admitted through a recommendation system to a private university’s Faculty of
Commerce, I found no passion in my studies. The pressure of entrance exams was gone,
but not the pressure of being myself. From the first year, we were required to take the
fundamentals of commerce—economics, business administration, commercial science,
accounting, calculus, and statistics—to build our foundation as future “business leaders
for an ever-changing society.” The curriculum policy promised to cultivate “a discerning
eye for the times,” “specialized knowledge and skills,” and “the ability to communicate
with people around the world.” In such a historic and privileged educational environment,
to feel no passion seemed almost sinful. I could not quit. I studied earnestly, determined
to fulfill my duty as a recommendation student. My grades were brilliant—yet the blue
sky seemed to crack.

What saved me was the university’s strong program in foreign languages. Students had
to take English and one other language. Spanish was not offered. Between German and
French, I chose French—closer to Spanish among the Latin languages. Few women were
enrolled in the Faculty of Commerce, yet many of those who were chose French. English
was taught by a young male scholar of literature, who instructed us in Japanese. We
watched films, practiced dictation and retelling, gave presentations, and engaged in group
activities—it was a colorful, lively time. French, on the other hand, was taught by an older
male professor of literature, strictly through grammar and translation. The pace was fast.
When The Count of Monte Cristo became our text, [ was captivated by its story of revenge,
but pronunciation practice was rare, and it was hard to breathe life into the text. It felt like
swimming in a pool without water.

After completing my second year, I planned to take a year off and transfer to a university
in “America.” My parents agreed to support me, but on the condition that I save money
through part-time tutoring. I took on multiple students, spinning from one lesson to
another. At the university’s international center, I sought advice and prepared the
documents—application forms, TOEFL scores, transcripts, letters of recommendation,
and essays—to submit to my desired schools. Once everything was in order, I felt relieved.
One afternoon, as I was about to enter the library, someone called out, “Alice!” I looked
up—it was Nanase, a high school classmate whose attendance number had followed mine,
still with the same bright, easy smile. “I’m going to study in England too,” he said. Oh, a

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



fellow traveler. A few days later, Nanase disappeared from this world—swallowed by
fire, dissolved into the sky. At the funeral, we classmates gathered. Nanase, why did you
go that way?

In April, when I turned twenty, I crossed to “America” for the first time—meaning the
mainland. I had time before university began in June, so I decided to take an English
course for international students (ESL). I chose Delaware, the second smallest state in the
U.S., because the name reminded me of grapes. (In truth, the Delaware grape comes from
Ohio; the state name itself honors, Thomas West (1577-1618), the third Baron De La
Warr, the first colonial governor of Virginia. When the name was given, what happened
to the people who had long lived on that land?) The University of Delaware was green
and spacious, its students mostly white, followed by Hispanic!3. Having already secured
admission to another university, I often slipped out of class to play the piano in DuPont
Hall. Delaware is known as “the corporate state,” where company registration is easy and
many famous corporations have their headquarters. DuPont was one of them—and later,
it would cause severe environmental contamination and health damage through the toxic
chemical C8 (perfluorooctanoic acid, PFOA)!*. Not around its headquarters, but around
its factories. Not in the cities, but in the rural countryside.

From Iowa to Washington D.C.

The university town where the University of Delaware is located is Newark (/'nu:a:rk/).
Although composed of two syllables—New and ark—I1 had the habit of inserting an
unnecessary consonant, saying New + wark. People kept asking, “Huh? Where? New
York?” Ah, I'm adding a sound that isn’t even there! No wonder they can’t understand
me. And besides, “Americans,” as | perceived them, spoke with voices so large that their
breath seemed to vibrate through their skulls and down to their chests and spines. If I
wanted to be understood, I, too, would need to draw in more air, to let my voice flow like
a broad river. Strawberry shortcake and A A1) —3 33—k 4 —F were completely
different kinds of music—and when you tasted them, they were completely different, too.
Both were cakes, and both were absurdly sweet in their own way. By the time I realized
that, my ESL course was over.

In May, my Japanese friends in Newark saw me off as | headed to Cedar Rapids (/'si:dor
‘reepidz/), lowa, in the Midwest. I was planning to transfer to a liberal arts college there
from the summer term, excited to at last become a university student in “America.” But
as the plane approached the region, the land below stretched out in broad, gentle plains,
divided into great squares of clean green fields. The sight flooded me with darkness.
Shida—the fern that follows me like a quiet companion— appeared and said, “Alice, you
can’t stay here. It’s too far from the sea.” I could almost hear the wind brushing softly
over the grasslands, carrying the scent of dry earth and grass. It should have been new

13 Writing note: “Latinx” (people of Latin American origin now living in North America). Check
terminology later; consider adding to conventions.
4 In the United States, the regulation of this chemical substance (PFOA) began only in the 2000s.
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and beautiful to me, yet I longed unbearably for the whisper of waves. I decided not to
enroll. Instead, I would fly to Boston.

In Massachusetts, I visited Danuta and Tom. Danuta was the pen-pal of my childhood
friend and godmother, originally from Poland. She had married Tom and moved to Boston.
They were living in a photography school near Boston Common—the oldest city park in
“America.” They let me stay in one of the studios. A wedding dress hung on the wall.
What should I do now? I had just arrived in “America,” yet I couldn’t go back to Japan.
Over breakfast at a diner—pancakes, bacon (fried in its own rendered fat until crisp),
scrambled eggs with butter and maple syrup—we talked. “Why not take summer courses
open to students from other universities?”” Danuta suggested. “You can look for a new
school while you’re here.” With their help, I found a university where I could take a
Spanish course.

I boarded an Amtrak train at South Station in Boston, bound for Washington, D.C.
Stopping briefly in New York City (/nju:’jo:rk/), I stayed in a hotel in the middle of
Manhattan (/man haeton/) and visited several museums. When I entered the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, it was so vast I didn’t know where to begin. At the café, I sat beside an
elderly gentleman—he said he was a member of the museum—who told me, “You’re
lucky. There’s a Goya exhibition ' right now.” Immediately, The Third of May,
1808 came to mind—the painting I had seen at the Prado Museum before graduating from
high school—and I felt a tightening in my chest. Here too, I saw his late Black
Paintings and was enveloped in a heavy despair. But finally, in front of his last
work, Milkmaid of Bordeaux—a dreamy young woman in a composition that seemed to
float without firm balance—I felt surrounded by soft light. Only then could I breathe
again.

Georgetown — My First Spanish

Georgetown (/'dzo:rd3 tauvn/), on the western edge of Washington, D.C., is an old town
that once prospered as a port along the Potomac River. In the eighteenth century, it was
under the influence of slavery, and after emancipation, many Black residents lived there.
Over time, its landscape changed; today it is a tourist area of cobblestone streets lined
with luxury boutiques. At its center stands Georgetown University—the oldest Catholic
university in “America.” The red-brick buildings, though solemn, give off an oddly fancy
lightness. This summer I am taking an intensive beginner’s course in Spanish here. We
will learn in ten weeks what usually takes a year. Classes are held five hours a day,
Monday through Friday. My classmates include basketball players, students of aerospace
engineering, and one from Harvard University. I am the only international student. I have
a dorm room to myself.

15 The exhibition “Goya and the Spirit of Enlightenment” was a traveling show organized by the

Museo del Prado in Madrid. After being held at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, it was presented at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York as its final venue. According to Alice’s diary, she
visited it in May 1989.
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The professor for the first five weeks was from the Canary Islands. With soft blond
bobbed hair, she showed us a panel with a picture of a cow and kept pronouncing una
vaca (/u.na 'Pa.ka/), urging us to repeat it. My soul trembled.

En este momento nacio mi cuerpo que escucha espariol.
At this moment, the body that listens to Spanish was born in me.

Wait—that sounds almost like Japanese. The vowels are the same five, and the rhythm,
too: syllables pronounced at even intervals, a so-called syllable-timed language, much
closer to Japanese than to English!®. Although stressed syllables are lengthened, as long
as there is a vowel in the spelling, each vowel may be pronounced clearly. And look—
v is not b after all! The initial u is stronger than the Japanese “u,” but altogether it doesn’t
require as much bodily tuning as when speaking “American English.” Oh, and nouns have
gender. For cows it’s simple—una vaca (a cow) is feminine and un toro (a bull)
masculine—but a fish (un pez) is always masculine, while a butterfly (una mariposa) is
always feminine. Even this desk, this chair, this notebook—each has its own gender. The
articles seem to shine.

Me llamo Alicia. Soy del Pais de las Maravillas. Mucho gusto.
My name is Alicia. [ come from Wonderland. Nice to meet you.

The professor for the second half of the course was of Mexican descent. With sun-
darkened skin and a beard streaked with gray, he looked like a man who might enjoy
climbing mountains. We used a thick textbook written in both Spanish and English—
perhaps designed for students who travel by car—and learned grammar and vocabulary
thoroughly. Wait, this has much in common with English: the verb is the core of the
sentence, and the concept of tense exists. There are six categories for subjects (three
persons—first, second!”, third—each in singular and plural). The verb changes its form
according to person, number, tense, and mood (at this level, only the indicative). Because
of this, the subject can be omitted. Encouraged by the graduate-student TA (Teaching
Assistant),  memorized set expressions and immersed myself in listening practice. “Loop
the sounds you hear inside your head,” he said. “Even if you don’t understand right away,
meaning and grammar will follow.”

Stepping outside my mother tongue, Japanese—and though living in “America,” stepping
also outside English—I entered the world of Spanish. My classmates were “Americans,”
most of them native speakers of English, though some spoke other languages at home.
Spanish was encouraged in class, and I was gently wrapped in the cotton of Spanish,
protected from the roughness of “American English.” In addition to classroom lessons,
there were frequent excursions: we went together to the zoo to see animals from Latin
America—armadillos, tamanduas, and various birds (and also pandas from China,

16 English is a stress-timed language, in which stressed syllables occur at regular intervals. Japanese,
by contrast, is a mora-timed language, where rhythm is formed by equal timing of morae.

7 In Spanish, the second person (the addressee) is divided into two categories: the formal form, used
to address someone respectfully, and the informal form, used with close friends or subordinates. This
system differs from that of English.
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pronounced not /'panda/ but /' panda/); we visited art museums to view works by artists
from Spain and Latin America—El Greco, Diego Veldzquez, Francisco de Goya,
Salvador Dali, Diego Rivera, and Frida Kahlo; we went to restaurants in Hispanic
communities and bit into pieces of pollo frito, fried chicken, still hot with its scent of oil
and spice.

Isabel’s Journey, or ;Qué significa América? '®

She sets out in search of justice.
With every step she takes,
the map unravels beneath her feet.

In her hand she holds a single scrap of paper—
a thin vow of freedom
that the wind could tear apart at any time.

In 1600, when she left the town of Querétaro,
the land where the native peoples lived
echoed with voices that refused her footsteps.

The Rio Conchos kept flowing,
swallowing those who sought the edge of the desert,
crying out as if to ask:

“What is it you try to cross—
a river only, or something deeper,
an ocean of forgetting?”’

She crosses the river,

her body pressed and turned by the gravel
rushing through the water—

the pain of land being taken away.

The desert tries to push us back.
Its dry wind
carries a sorrow that cannot be spoken.

She walked, and kept walking.

There was no promise that the path ahead led to the future,
but there was no place to return to.

Born of an African father

18 This poem is an homage to the following work: “Chapter 1: Isabel’s Expedition—Black Women’s
Freedom in North America before 1619,” by Daina Ramey Berry and Kali Nicole Gross, translated
into Japanese by Ayumu Kaneko, Fumiko Sakashita, and Kazuyo Tsuchiya, in 4 History of African
American Women (Tokyo: Keiso Shobo, 2022). Alice’s Catholic name, Isabel, is the same as that of
the woman who appears in this chapter.
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and an Indigenous mother,
her freedom was guarded by the Spanish expedition,
a thin sheet of paper, and a distant God.

“I will live,” she says.
Even if this journey is erased from history,
the earth will remember the time she walked.

Upon the trace of her journey,
footsteps continue, sustaining our world—
though few ever notice them.

Countless nameless voices drift in the wind.
From afar, one calls her: Isabel.
“Tell me,” she says, “what does América mean?”

The National Mall

Unya, let me say it one more time.
Okay, déjame decirlo otra vez.

I want to go somewhere else—not here—but that, too, is such a privilege.
Moadlto unta ko sa lugar nga dili dinhi, pero pribilehiyo ra kaayo na.

Each day at Georgetown University follows a rhythm set by long classes and many
assignments. I move from lecture rooms to audiovisual labs and the library, living almost
entirely within the act of learning Spanish. Apart from having lunch with classmates at
the campus café, I rarely speak casually with anyone. I am “in America,” yet | have almost
no direct contact with “American English.” When I was a child spinning records in
kindergarten, I may have been closer to “America” than I am now. Studying Spanish
while studying abroad in “America” is a kind of twist—one I have created myself. I feel
an unspoken fear of settling down, or of sustaining intimacy with anyone. So, in Japan I
move from Japanese to English, and in “America,” from English to Spanish—always
shifting my position slightly.

On weekends I leave my Spanish lessons behind and go from Georgetown to the National
Mall. It is like a vast pavilion where “America” is condensed. The Washington Monument
rises to the sky, the Lincoln Memorial stands in quiet dignity. Pierre Charles L’Enfant,
who designed the plan, envisioned this place as a future capital. I close my eyes. Once
this land was swamp and forest, home to Indigenous peoples. The growth of the District
of Columbia involved the labor of many workers, including those who were enslaved—
nonwhite hands that built “whiteness.” The humid air clings to my skin. The Vietnam
Veterans Memorial and the World War II Memorial speak in silence. The voices of the
1963 March on Washington still soak into the grass. History looks back at me. Yet
something feels unbearably light. I drift, wrapped in the buoyant prosperity of Japan’s
bubble economy.

14



Aside from watching the fireworks on the Fourth of July, I spend most of my time in the
West Building of the National Gallery. Each visit, I stand for a while before Claude
Monet’s Woman with a Parasol — Madame Monet and Her Son. “Dazzling”—that was
my first impression. After seeing it many times, I begin to hear the sound of wind
sweeping through, and Camille’s eyes seem suddenly to meet mine. Her son Jean’s
expression shifts as well: calm one day, mischievous the next. I smile, then gently scold
him. Wrapped in changing light and air, I walk across the soft grass. The clouds drift on.
Even Monet’s face, painting the two of them, drifts with the light. When Camille’s health
declined, Monet grew close to his patron’s wife, Alice, and Camille soon passed away. |
buy a poster of the painting at the museum shop.

In early August, final exams are held for the intensive Spanish course at Georgetown. The
written test lasts about three hours, covering grammar, reading, composition, and
listening—everything we have studied. Some classmates stand up to stretch during the
exam; others lie on the floor with their papers, writing as they please. The professor, as if
it were perfectly normal, passes out doughnuts and orange juice—it is still morning, so
perhaps breakfast? Even for a long exam, such a sight would be unthinkable in a Japanese
classroom. Bueno, asi lo hacen en Estados Unidos. Well, that’s the “American way.”
Another day comes the oral exam. The teacher asks questions; we respond. We prepare a
ten-minute speech and discuss it. The topic is “Plans for the Future.” The future—
something one is supposed to create by one’s own will.

“Really? I hope I won’t get lost!”
No estoy segura. jEspero no perderme!

I, Alice—though I was born in England. (Not true).
Yo, Alice, aunque soy originaria de Inglaterra. (No es verdad).

Because I am in “America,” should I act accordingly? Stand tall, keep my head high,
make eye contact, speak clearly, not too fast, pausing just right—with confidence, but not
arrogance—and express my own opinions and ideas firmly. From somewhere, another
self rises up inside me. I am in a place where “confidence” counts as part of one’s “ability,”
and so perhaps this, too, is natural? Shida appears and whispers, “Alice, be true to
yourself,” but I cannot hear them. The “Japanese me” whispers from behind, “Blend in.
That is natural.” For a moment my body begins to lose its coherence, and I nearly forget
where [ am. “You can do it,” I tell myself, sounding like an “American child.”

Si, estamos en el pais donde se sueria.
Yes, we are in the land of dreams.

Voy al estado de Alabama en el Deep South.
I’m going to the state of Alabama, in the Deep South.

/Qué suenios tendreé alli?
What kind of dreams will I have there?
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“You’re going to the Deep South—why?” the professor asks, surprise in his
voice. Porque... because... the words caught in my throat. The blue sky dims slightly;
thunder is in the air.
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