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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 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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Autoethnographic Fiction: Alice’s Adventure in Multilingual Japan®

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

Chapter 8 The Deep South — In Search of “America,” 11
University of South Alabama
You say “excuse-moi” in French, and I dissolve into a clear, silent swamp.

On the way to Alabama, I visited my father’s friends at the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill. Lily and John, both professors from Taiwan, had once studied in Japan;
they sometimes spoke to me in Japanese and took me to Japanese restaurants. Lily told
me that my makeup was “too light” and invited her favorite cosmetics salesperson to their
home, gifting me a full set of what she believed a “young woman in her twenties living
in America” should have: matte liquid foundation, dark brown eyeliner, rose-brown
lipstick. Suddenly I looked more grown-up, more composed—so much so that it no longer
matched my T-shirt and madras-check cotton pants. “You should learn to drive. That’s
what independence means here,” she said.

Passing through Hartsfield Atlanta International Airport (the airport now known as
Hartsfield—Jackson)—with its immense terminal and endless concourses, yet guiding
passengers toward their gates as effortlessly as luggage riding on a conveyor belt—I flew
on to Mobile (/mou 'bi:l/). From the window I saw an expanse of wetlands where tangled
rivers dissolved into the Gulf of Mexico’. I chose this place because I wanted a city that
smelled of salt. The name Mobile derives from the Indigenous people who once lived
here. In the early eighteenth century, the French built Fort Louis de la Mobile and made
it the capital of French Louisiana. It “prospered through trade”—but what exactly does
that mean? Did French women also come here? Did they bring yellow fever? People of
African descent, enslaved and transported from Saint-Domingue in the Caribbean, must
also have been brought to this place.

I chose the University of South Alabama—known simply as USA—out of curiosity: I
wanted to live somewhere different from the East Coast, though I could hardly imagine
how it would differ, and to try a “reasonably priced” state university in a region with few
people from Japan. The humid southern climate suited the campus, with its wide lawns,
tall pines, and lingering September heat. The International Student Center assigned local
host families. Mine was a white couple named Mary and Joseph, with two high-school-
aged sons. “I’m a special-education teacher,” Mary said as she guided me through their

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

" On January 20 2025, President Donald J. Trump signed Executive Order 14172, directing U.S.
federal agencies to adopt the name “Gulf of America” for the body of water formerly known as
the Gulf of Mexico. While the change applies within the U.S. federal government, the
internationally recognized name remains “Gulf of Mexico”.



modest house to a backyard with a small pool. When she asked what I wanted to eat, I
blurted out “spinach.” She looked puzzled for a moment—perhaps thinking I wanted
something nutritious even if not delicious—but took me along to shop for groceries.

The university followed a quarter system, and I entered in the fall quarter from September
to December. Although I was still a non-degree student, my F-1 visa required full-time
enrollment, so I took Spanish, mathematics, music, and English. In music, after a not-too-
strict audition, I was allowed to join the piano performance track. On the day of my first
private lesson, I stepped into a practice room where a grand piano waited, and the
professor—a white man with gray hair—welcomed me. After introductions, he said,
“Since you’re from Japan, how about playing something by Michio Miyagi?” Having
studied piano only within the frame of “Western” composers, I did not understand at first.
A moment later I said, “Oh—Miyagi’s Haru no Umi, right?” “Yes,” he smiled. “And
please bring a metronome next time.”

Eating Crawfish

I was still sometimes called an “Oriental,” yet I found myself gently enfolded by the small
“Asian” student community on campus. Many looked like “international students,” but
some had in fact left their homelands as “refugees.” I had not known that, after the
Vietnam War, Southeast Asians had resettled in the South through refugee reception
programs and entered local educational institutions. There were others who were not
“refugees,” yet had arrived here because of disadvantage or hardship: ethnic Chinese
Malaysians whose government policies put them at a disadvantage for university
admission; Singaporean Chinese whose country’s bilingualism policy made English
proficiency mandatory; Nepalis grappling with political instability; Koreans who chose
overseas study to survive an intensely competitive society; Chinese students who decided
not to return home after the Tiananmen incident that had taken place this June. Each
carried their own circumstances, studying here nonetheless.

We chatted in English—an English through which each person’s first-language accent
subtly showed. In my mind I stored everyone’s names in katakana: 7' JL—X!J— (Bruce
Lee), ') —~>7R—(Lee Ben Ho), E>F > (Bing Qin), 7E > (Navin), 71> (Kane), ¥
a2 (Jun), 774 (Nao), 33 (Kyoko), 24 )L (Miguel). Among them, Navin (from
Nepal) and Miguel—from the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico (Spanish: Estado Libre
Asociado de Puerto Rico), a United States overseas and unincorporated territory since
1899—did not grow up in what I thought of as "ohashi cultures" (regions where eating
with chopsticks is part of everyday practice). Still, on weekends they came over to the
apartment I rented near campus. Each of us contributed a few dollars, we drove to
Walmart to buy groceries, and whoever was “on duty” for the week cooked. My kitchen
shelves gradually filled with all kinds of seasonings.

Separate from that circle, I became close to Lisa and Dan, a couple from Vietnam I met
in English 101—the required course for learning the basics of academic reading and
writing—and their friend and housemate, Bill. On Sundays, they would take me to the
Vietnamese community in Biloxi (/ba'lak.si/), Mississippi, where the three of them lived.
On the way we attended Mass at a Catholic church, then stopped at a Cambodian-owned
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store to buy crawfish. We spread newspapers across the apartment floor, sat around a pot
heaped with bright red boiled crawfish, and began to eat. Bill expertly grabbed a crawfish,
held the tail with one hand, twisted off the head with the other, revealing the white,
translucent meat. He popped it quickly into his mouth, then sucked on the head. “This is
the good part,” he said, smiling. I tried it too. Bitter—the taste of a muddy riverbed.

The small apartment had no air conditioning. On the wall of the living—dining room hung
a clock shaped like a map of Vietnam. It kept Central Standard Time (CST), not the time
of the southern fishing villages where the three of them had been born. Saying “Excuse
moi,” Bill brought out a typewriter and typed up my handwritten English 101 paper. Lisa
and Dan cooked instant noodles, and we all ate together. A generous heap of bean sprouts
and fragrant green herbs was served on a separate plate. A yellow plastic container held
Sunkist lemon; red hot sauce and a dark, sweet sauce came in plastic bottles, letting each
of us season our broth the way we liked. Something unfamiliar floated in the soup. Oh—
it was chopped pork innards. Perhaps heart.

Once our stomachs were full, we took a nap.

In the bedroom, Lisa and Dan curled up together under a single blanket, warming each
other like cats. Leaning against their bed with his knees pulled up, Bill said softly, “Their
parents and siblings could come here. But I’'m alone. Before coming here, I spent a short
time in Japan.” He smiled faintly and sighed. “Hey, those crawfish we ate earlier—they’re
solitary, right?” “Yeah, that’s what they say. But apparently when they hibernate, they
burrow into the mud and stay close to one another. Even though they don’t cooperate
when awake, and are often hostile toward each other—it’s strange, isn’t it?” Silence
settled over us. What could I do? All I could manage was to hug him and pat his back.
Put the claws away gently, so as not to wound.

As if climbing into a small boat together.
Two Worlds: Connection, Division, Reintegration

My Spanish class was taught by a professor from Argentina, a woman whose long dark-
brown hair fell past her shoulders in soft waves. Once we moved into the intermediate
level, we began learning the subjunctive—subjuntivo in Spanish. While the indicative
expresses facts and certainties, the subjunctive conveys wishes, uncertainties,
hypotheticals, commands, and emotions. Other languages have similar functions, of
course, but in Spanish the subjunctive is used so frequently—and its conjugations so
intricate—that it feels like a distinctive feature of the language. “I think Alicia speaks
Japanese” (Creo que Alicia habla japonés) uses the indicative. “I don’t think Alicia
speaks Japanese” (Vo creo que Alicia hable japonés) shifts into the subjunctive. “I love
you” (Te quiero) is indicative; “Maybe I love you” (Puede que te quiera) is subjunctive.
I still couldn’t quite grasp the distinction. Perhaps the heart, when it trembles, slips into
another world altogether.
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We watched a film in class: EI Norte (“The North”)3. It follows a brother and sister,
Enrique and Rosa, living in a “poor mountain village” in Guatemala. After their father is
killed by government soldiers, their mother disappeared, and their village destroyed, they
set out for “El Norte”—the “land of freedom,” the United States. They cross the
Guatemala—Mexico border, and with the help of a coyote, crawl on their stomachs through
an abandoned sewage pipe buried underground to cross from Mexico into the United
States. From the glittering nightscape of San Diego they head toward Los Angeles. The
brother works as a waiter; the sister finds jobs as an ironer in a garment factory and later
as a domestic helper in an affluent white household. They celebrate small successes—
advancement at work, progress in English—yet their “undocumented” status weighs on
everything, and their “dream” remains unfulfilled, ending in tragedy.

During our class discussion, someone said, “I think parts of the conversation between
Rosa and her mother weren’t in Spanish.” “Yes,” another replied, “that was K’iche’, one
of the Mayan languages.” “Ah, that explains why Rosa removes her colorful clothing
when she leaves the village.” “Yes—I remember that scene too. Maybe it symbolizes
abandoning her Indigenous identity.” “And the white candlelight flickering.” “Right—
Rosa offers three flames: one for her mother, one for her father, and one for the village
before she departs.” Another student added, “I watched it a bit critically. Enrique and
Rosa felt almost too innocent—Ilike a melodrama.” “And the ‘white Americans’ who
appear are almost unrealistically kind and understanding.” “Yes—and when something
bad happens, it’s always the fault of Mexicans or other Latinos.”

I told 7' JL—R!)— (Bruce Lee)—that was his nickname, a Korean student who often
invited us, the East Asian “ohashi cultures” group, for lunch and cooked Shin (3£) ramen
for us in his apartment—that we had watched a film about borders called El Norte. “What
does the title mean?” he asked. “It means ‘the North.”” He nodded. The noodles floated
in a boiling red soup. “The North... Alice, by the way, can you visit North Korea from
Japan?” he asked, his expression gentle and unchanged. It felt as though someone had
struck my head with a hammer. I couldn’t speak. Bruce continued, “Yesterday, people
were climbing on top of the Berlin Wall, hammering it down. I saw it in the news.”

Bruce said, “How about inviting everyone and going to Montgomery this weekend?”
(Montgomery, /mont'gamori/—often heard locally as /'mangomri/). “Yes, I’ve never
been. I’d like to go.” “Right. You know it’s the capital of Alabama and closely connected
to the civil rights movement.” “I know... vaguely. The bus boycott, Martin Luther King,
but not in detail.” “There must be historical sites that are now tourist spots. Let’s go.”
“Okay.” “I’ll pick you up at your apartment on Saturday morning.” “And I’ll ask Jun to
bring another car.” “Good idea.” “I’ll contact him.” “Thanks.”

Aurelia’s Case, or To the Women Who Never Became Statues’

¥ A 1983 U.S. independent film directed by Gregory Nava, co-written and produced by Anna
Thomas, and starring David Villalpando and Zaide Silvia Gutiérrez.

? This poem is an homage to the discussion in “Chapter 9: Aurelia’s Lawsuit—Fighting Jim Crow,
1950-1970,” in A4 Black Women’s History of the United States, by Daina Ramey Berry and Kali
Nicole Gross, translated into Japanese by Ayumi Kaneko, Fumiko Sakashita, and Kazuyo
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The bus seat
is not merely wood and leather.
My weight is here.

I was only sitting.
On that day, at that hour,
not knowing I would come before Rosa Parks.

A voice ordering me to get up
pierces my ear.
Whose voice is it?

“We Black women were the ones who called upon Dr. King—
not the other way around.
It was we who raised our voices.”

If I rise,
the silence of this city
will continue again.

I will not rise.
By staying seated, my legs
take a step toward freedom.

Six children, fatherless, wait for me.
Laundry stirs in the wind,
needlework lights the night.

Still, I remain seated.
I believe that a single seat
can alter the shape of the world.

The bus keeps moving,
carrying my weight with it—
marking that I was here.

Baking bread, selling sandwiches,
women gather their voices,
night kitchen kindling the revolution.

Women living on base also reach out—
white fingers gripping the steering wheel,
cutting through the southern dark.

Tsuchiya (Keiso Shobo, 2022).
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The Butterfly Sleeping at the Bottom of the River

Unya, let me say it again.
Okay, B¢ minh ndi lai cho ban nghe.

You say “excuse-moi” in French, and I dissolve into a clear, silent swamp.
Mo-ingon ka og "excuse-moi" sa Pranses, ug matunaw ako sa tin-aw nga swamp.

At the end of January, the nights along Old Shell Road were quiet, almost marsh-like. In
my Twin Oaks room the light suddenly went out, and darkness poured in like thick mud.
When I opened the door to reset the breaker, a shadow struck me down. Something thin
and cold—Ilike a cord—wrapped around me, cutting off my breath. Time tore apart like
tangled threads. ;Dios mio, que no exista este momento! 1 wanted to scream, but no sound
came. My consciousness froze, and I slid into the split seam of the dark. The last thing I
saw was a white streetlight. Heaven? No—the opposite. A state where one is alive and
dead at once. Ojala pudiera desaparecer... wake up. Nothing in the world has changed.
Only I have been destroyed. In the distance, I see the figure of someone who must have
found me. In the distance, a blue necktie left on the floor. In the distance, the voices of
doctors, nurses, police. I cannot speak the perpetrator’s name.

It is considered “ordinary,” even unsurprising, that an “Oriental” or “Asian” “girl” would
be harmed in such a way. It is rarely treated as news, and no one comes to gather the
shattered pieces of our souls and bodies with care. In the cultural worlds I myself come
from—*Japan,” or more broadly “East Asia”—we are not expected to say what happened.
In fact, we are taught that we must not speak of it, because doing so would wound not
only ourselves but those around us. Our voices are taken from us in advance. Our feelings
are sealed away before they can ever surface. We are not allowed to be angry or to
grieve—we cannot. Without realizing it, I transformed my own lifeless self into a
butterfly sleeping at the bottom of the Mississippi River.

I was taken into a room in the apartment where my Chinese friends lived, sheltered there
as [ waited for the day I would return home. Just a few months earlier, in November, I
had been approved to transfer from non-degree to undergraduate status; my fall-quarter
grades were all A’s, earning me a place on the President’s List, and I had written, “7 will
gather memories for a lifetime,” delighted by the future I imagined. Now I could no
longer recall that feeling. Each morning, Lee Ben Ho from Malaysia handed me a small
box of Sun-Maid raisins—“At least eat this,” he would say. On the red box, a woman in
a sunlit red bonnet smiles as she holds a basket brimming with muscat-colored grapes;
the ribbon of her hat ties neatly beneath her chin. The sight makes me nauseous. Grapes
once lush in their clusters, their water drained, their sugars caramelized, turning into
blackened beads. Sweet once they touch the tongue. Things that were once full of life.
Their faint, final taste.
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In early February, they took me to New Orleans (locally pronounced /' no:rlonz/; more
generally /nu: ‘o:rli:onz/) . We ate beignets and oysters. I learned that the Mississippi
River twists and coils, its riverbed sometimes shallow and sometimes plunging deep—its
deepest points reaching more than two hundred feet (over sixty meters), the current swift,
the water perfectly suited for falling into. A place where a soul might come to rest. I, too,
lay at the bottom of that river, I thought, where silence would pile up like mud. That day
was Shrove Tuesday—the last day of Carnival, forty-six days before Easter, the eve of
Ash Wednesday—Mardi Gras. In the French Quarter on Bourbon Street, I caught beads
hurled from countless hands on the balconies above. “Show your tits! Show your tits!”
the crowd shouted with wild delight. My voice was nowhere among them.

When March came, the day arrived for me to leave the city. At the airport, alone and
waiting to check in, I happened to see Tim—an American classmate from my Spanish
course—who was heading home for spring break. When I told him I was returning to
Japan, he asked, “For good?” I said yes, permanently. “Oh...” he murmured, his voice
catching as he hugged me. “We will miss you.” Ah... that’s sweet, I said. Thank you.

Nobody knows that I am a ghost.
Nadie sabe que soy una fantasma.

(Donde van mis almas muertas?
Where do my dead souls go?

White butterfly, where have you sunk? asked the sand at the riverbed.
Where are you going? whispered a small three-ridge mussel.
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