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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 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 Adventure in Multilingual Japan'?

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

Chapter 9 Southern Spain: Andalucia — Before I Go on Pilgrimage I

Note on languages and spellings: In this chapter, Catalan spellings are used for place
names and proper nouns in Catalonia (e.g., Catalunya, Colonia Giiell). Spanish appears
in dialogue and quotations as spoken in the moment. When referring to Spanish as a
language, [ use Castilian Spanish (castellano) in keeping with local usage.

Barcelona

When I die, I want to be buried in deep earth—
earth that will remember me forever.

“It’s supposed to be a warm region, but it’s cold,” I think to myself. My fellow
international students at the University of South Alabama see me off as I depart from
Mobile Airport. Thursday, December 20. I fly via Atlanta to London Heathrow, and from
there on to Spain. When my grandmother took me there as a high school graduation gift,
everything had been in Japanese. It was a group tour, with a tour conductor and a local
guide. This time, my companion for a two-week solo journey is Spanish—the language |
studied in the United States. A language I chose, for myself, because I decided I wanted
it. A language that surprises me, makes me smile, and fills me with a sense of mystery. I
have only just moved into the intermediate level, and my Spanish (Castilian) is still very
clumsy. Precisely for that reason, I feel excited. I am sure I will meet angels.

The entrance to the journey is Barcelona, in the autonomous community of Catalonia. It
lies in northeastern Spain; cross the Pyrenees and you are already at the French border.
We are about to land. Breaking through the clouds, a city spreads out below—rows upon
rows of orange-colored roofs packed tightly together. It is dazzling, like a jewel box.
Narrow streets twist and turn, cars threading their way through them. In the distance, the
sea shines blue, the white line of the shore glowing. White ships dot the harbor, and gentle
hills rise behind them. Soft winter sunlight wraps the city in a calm, almost tender scene.
Feeling relieved, I go to baggage claim and wait for my suitcase. It does not appear.
Eventually, the belt stops moving.

(Donde estd mi maleta?
Where is my bag?
“Llegard mafana,” they say—it will arrive tomorrow. I decide to believe them.

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



“My name is Angel.” The elderly taxi driver says this with a warm, friendly smile. “I’'m
from Malaga, in Andalusia.” Ah—Picasso’s birthplace. I ask if he can show me Gaudi’s
buildings, in Castilian Spanish. “Por supuesto.” Unexpectedly, I attend Mass in the crypt
of the Sagrada Familia and place my hands together in prayer at Gaudi’s grave. Small,
quiet, solemn—the lack of ornament calms me. We do not climb the towers. Instead, he
takes me to Colonia Giiell in Santa Coloma de Cervelld, about twenty kilometers
southwest of central Barcelona. I had wanted to see the residential community designed
as a place of life for factory workers, after Eusebi Giiell—Gaudi’s patron and supporter—
relocated his textile factory there.

In 1898, Giiell commissioned Gaudi to design the church that would stand at the center
of the community. Angel says, “Only the crypt was completed here—the upper part was
never finished, so there are no towers, see?”” From the outside, it looks like a forest of
stone. Inside, it feels like an egg. Each column, slightly tilted to negotiate gravity, has a
different shape. Angel’s favorite stained-glass window looks covered with mesh from the
outside. “Maybe needles and rings used in the factory,” he says. Standing inside again, |
am softly enveloped by light pouring down through yellow, green, blue, and rose-colored
glass. Stepping out onto the porch and looking up at the ceiling, a cross of Saint Andrew
made from crushed blue tiles shines above me.

“Let’s go have lunch—you have to try pa amb tomaquet,” he says, and still half-dreaming,
I climb back into the taxi.

Nit de Nadal / Nochebuena

On Christmas Eve, the city lights flicker softly as I walk along the stone-paved streets.
The Cathedral of Saint Eulalia comes into view. Locals call it La Catedral, or La Seu—
“the episcopal seat” in Catalan. At night it feels far larger than it does during the day,
standing quietly against the pitch-black sky. The stone walls seem to breathe with the
weight of the long time they have endured, and intricate carvings cast shadows in the
darkness that make one dizzy to contemplate. From the tip of a tall spire, a small light
seems to speak to me. Passing through the doors, candlelight sways gently, and people
have gathered inside the high-ceilinged nave. I am invited to sit. The Mass begins. The
liturgical program placed on the seat is printed in both Catalan and Castilian Spanish, but
the Mass itself proceeds in Catalan.

Ah—this scene is by no means something to be taken for granted. In high school, I once
heard classmates speak of “the Spanish Civil War.” For the people who live here, it was
also a history in which their own language—Catalan—was taken from them. Under the
Franco regime, its use in public spaces was long prohibited. Can I truly imagine that pain?
I must learn more, listen to people’s voices, and think with my own mind. I had innocently
admired “Spanish” (Castilian Spanish) and studied it, through English, in the United
States. I had not thought deeply about what it means for “Spain” to be a country that holds
multiple languages. To be able to take part, without fear, in a Mass in Catalan, together
with strangers—how precious that is. At the end of the Mass, the priest’s words of
dismissal resonate through the space.

10



“Go in peace.”
Granada

Among all of Spain, I wanted to go to Andalusia. I had studied Spanish at the University
of South Alabama, and the Spain I had dreamed of—bullfighting, flamenco, whitewashed
villages, patios decorated with flowerpots—was rooted in the culture and landscapes of
Andalusia. Under the Franco regime (1939-1975), unity and centralization were
promoted, with Castilian elements pushed to the fore, while Andalusian imagery was
presented to the world as “Spanish” for the sake of tourism. As a result, Catalan and
Basque cultures receded from official representation, and Andalusian images came to
stand for “Spain” itself. And yet, incomes in the region remain below the national average.
A feudal system of large landholdings (latifundio) persists. Light, shadow, shadow (sol,
sombra, sombra).

As we approach Granada, the plane begins a gentle descent, and the snowcapped peaks
of the Sierra Nevada draw near. Valleys interlace, small villages spread across the slopes,
rivers pull silver threads through the land, and narrow roads wind between fields. Maria,
whom I had become friends with “in America,” is there to greet me. She studies Spanish
literature at the University of Granada. “Let’s walk the path Lorca took to his death,” she
says. “The exact place where he was killed isn’t known. It’s said to be somewhere along
the road from Viznar to Alfacar.” One day in August 1936, as the Spanish Civil War
began, Lorca was arrested by Francoist forces and, a few days later before dawn, executed
by firing squad along with three others. Many people were killed in this area and buried
in mass graves. We are walking that road now—walking, walking.

The next day, we set out on foot through the Albaicin district. The labyrinthine alleys
seem to pull us in. Oranges hang heavily from the trees, looking delicious. “They’re just
for decoration—too bitter to eat,” Maria says. Time moves slowly. The slope up toward
the hill of Sacromonte is steep, and my breath comes faster. Roma people still live here.
Touching the whitewashed walls of the cave dwellings, Maria explains: “At the root of
flamenco is song (cante). Many forms are sung but never danced. The songs don’t have
individual titles—only genres. There are many forms, for example, granadina,
malaguefia...” In the afternoon, we reach the Plaza de San Nicolas. Spread out before us,
the Alhambra is bathed in the setting sun, glowing gold. The two of us read Lorca’s poem
aloud. We stand, lower our voices, and sing.

Despedida
Federico Garcia Lorca

Si muero,
dejad el balcon abierto.

El nifio come naranjas.
(Desde mi balcon lo veo).

El segador siega el trigo.
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(Desde mi balcon lo siento).

iSi muero,
dejad el balcon abierto!

Farewell'?

If I die,
Leave the balcony open.

The boy is eating oranges.
(From my balcony I hear him.)

The reaper scythes the wheat.
(From my balcony I feel it.)

If I die,
Leave the balcony open!

“He was still in his twenties when he wrote this poem,” Maria says.
“What—really?”
“Yes. If I die... if we die...” (Si muero, si morimos...).

We walk through the Alhambra. A testament to the splendor of the Islamic peoples who
ruled the Iberian Peninsula for nearly eight centuries. Everywhere, the sound of water.
Water carried down from the Sierra Nevada. Maria and I both look up. The ceiling of the
Hall of the Two Sisters is filled with intricate ornamentation, as if the cave where the
Prophet Muhammad received revelation were about to appear. In the Hall of the
Ambassadors, countless fine patterns scatter light reflected from cedarwood marquetry.
“This is the star-filled sky that Muslims from North Africa once looked up at in the desert,”
Maria says. We walk around the Court of the Lions. A plump gray cat lies sprawled there.
“Basilio,” Maria calls him. It is a name I seem to have heard somewhere before, but I
cannot recall where. In January 1492, Granada fell. That April, in Santa Fe near Granada,
Queen Isabella and Columbus concluded the agreement concerning the westward Atlantic
voyage.

Seville

Soon after leaving Granada, the bus crosses gentle hills, and olive groves spread across
the entire field of vision. The endless rows of trees look like a green-gray sea. Each time
the wind passes through, waves of leaves quietly advance and recede. Sunlight catches
on the leaves, making them shimmer silver, dazzling against the dry red soil. Watching
the scene through the bus window, I picture a dove returning with a young olive branch

13 Federico Garcia Lorca, “Despedida,” English translation by Jenny Minniti-Shippey, Academy
of American Poets (Poets.org).
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in its beak. That was after the great flood—the story of Noah’s Ark in Genesis. A sign
that God’s wrath had subsided and peace had returned. Then the Garden of Gethsemane,
where Jesus Christ prayed on the night before his arrest. And holy oil as well. Wait—
there is something else I need to remember. Another land of olive trees. People throwing
stones as they fight. Continuing to plant olive trees in Palestine. A sign of resistance.

The capital of Andalusia, Seville (Sevilla), lies slightly inland from the Mediterranean,
yet the Guadalquivir River allows large ships to travel all the way to the Bay of Cadiz on
the Atlantic. Close to North Africa, the city has long flourished as a trading center. Above
all, after Columbus’s voyages, Seville became the hub for Spain’s trade with the
Americas—the Indias trade—and thus the commercial center of Spain’s Golden Age (the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries). [ am able to trace this history because Pedro, a friend
I met “in America,” explains it to me. He is a Mexican graduate student studying
American history, currently on exchange in Seville. At his suggestion, we meet in front
of the Archivo General de Indias. As always, he greets me with a small, slightly shy wave.

“This used to be the Casa de Contratacion de las Indias,” he says. “It was established in
1503. It centrally managed the movement of people and goods to and from the Indias.”
So it was something like a government office for administering Spain’s colonies?
“Exactly. When ships returned from their voyages and arrived at the port of Seville, their
cargo was immediately brought to the Casa. Wealth was managed there, supporting the
royal treasury.” Is that what made it an empire on which the sun never set? “Yes. It was
an empire that could exist only because Seville was the node connecting Spain to the New
World.” Las Indias—is that the collective name for Spain’s colonies in the Americas?
“Yes. But it includes places in Asia as well.” Asia? Where? “The Philippines. They were
part of the Viceroyalty of New Spain—what is now Mexico.” I see. “That’s why the
Philippines are predominantly Catholic, right.”

Now the building serves as an archive, preserving an enormous collection of documents.
So is that why you came to study here, Pedro? “Yes—and no. I graduated from a
university in Mexico City, but until my grandparents’ generation, my family lived in the
southern state of Oaxaca. Do you understand what it means to be Indigenous, here and
now? I have Zapotec roots.” I'm sorry—I can’t fully take it in right away. But I can tell
that he is sharing something deeply important to him. “I see. I want to rethink the history
of New Spain not only from the Spanish perspective, but also from the perspective of
Indigenous peoples.” Yes—but how?

“I don’t really know yet. So much of what matters was never written down. What’s truly
important is how we imagine the voices that aren’t here. And another important thing is
that it shouldn’t be just me doing that—it should be others as well. For example, you.”

In the Shadow of the Sacred

After that, my eyes became a little newer. I stand before the golden wooden screen of the
main altar of Seville Cathedral—which, before the Reconquista, is said to have been the
site of a vast mosque. Twenty meters high and thirteen meters wide, the largest of its kind
in the world, it is delicately carved with forty-five biblical scenes depicting the lives of
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Christ and Mary. At the center stands the Virgin Mary. That’s right—Andalusia has a
strong devotion to Mary, and Seville is its center, my friend Maria had once told me.
Where did the funds that made this dazzling art possible come from? Who were the people
who labored to build this cathedral? Are traces of them preserved in documents? Not
everything would have been recorded. I stumble on the stone pavement in front of the
cathedral and fall hard. An orange kitten darts away.

As we walk through the Santa Cruz quarter, Pedro stops in a quiet, whitewashed alley.
Jews once lived here, he says. We sit down in a small square, and he tells me about
coexistence and rupture among ethnicities and religions. Seville was also a city that
owned enslaved people; there was once an Afro-descendant community here as well.
Wrapped in the soft afternoon light, we continue on to the Casa de Pilatos (the House of
Pilate). I think of the Stations of the Cross, the path of Christ’s suffering. In a space where
Mudéjar and Renaissance styles merge, vividly colored tiles are used in abundance, and
intricate stucco decorations extend endlessly. That evening, we go from bar to bar, and at
Pedro’s urging I try Agua de Sevilla—“Water of Seville.” Despite its name, it is rich,
faintly sweet, and slightly intoxicating.

See you—take care. Come to Mexico.
iNos vemos, con cuidado! jVen a México!

After parting from Pedro and finding myself alone, I think.
What olive trees symbolize is not something that can be answered easily.

Madrid

Unya, let me say it again.
OK, lagacané naa guinié’ ni sti biaje"*.

When I die,
bury me in deep earth,
in earth that will remember me forever.

I travel from Andalusia toward Madrid. I drift in and out of sleep.
“Alice, wake up.”

Ah, Shida—the fern that follows me like a quiet companion—it’s been a while. Even
though I can’t see you, you’re always there. Thank you.

I look out the window. As the reddish hills and rows of olive trees recede, the color of the
soil grows cooler. The undulating southern land, bathed in dry light, gradually softens;
the fields become orderly, and the air turns clear and cool. The Meseta spreads out quietly
before me, and I try to find a kind of brightness there. The whitewashed houses disappear,

14 Zapotec language. The line appears here as spoken and remembered, not as a fully mastered
or translated utterance.
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replaced by city blocks arranged in neat squares. Spain’s capital. A place where many
people speak Castellano—the language defined by the Spanish Constitution of 1978 as
the official language of the state, the language I have been studying, a language spoken
across the world.

I decide to go straight to the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia. And yet I get
lost in the narrow streets, circling the same place again and again. I remember what the
Red Queen once said to me in high school: “It takes all the running you can do, to keep
in the same place.” I want to move forward now. I stop, exhale slowly, and ease my pace.
Then the landscape begins to shift. Trees slide backward, the sky regains its blue, and the
murmur of people relaxing at cafés drifts toward me. I don’t have to walk straight. Perhaps
it’s better not to. I greet a white cat. I stand before Picasso’s Guernica. Before arriving at
this vast monochrome mural, Picasso produced countless studies—adding color,
experimenting with collage, rearranging motifs. What can I reflect in this work, as if into
a mirror?

There are no perpetrators depicted in Guernica. The German air force bombed the
northern Spanish town of Guernica on April 26, 1937. That same year, in December, the
Imperial Japanese Army advanced into Nanjing, then the capital of the Republic of
China—massacre, looting, violence, rape, arson... Once put into words, it becomes
unbearable. I don’t understand any of it—and that failure of understanding hurts. Still,
Pedro taught me, I must imagine those who were unseen and unheard, and the lives and
dignity stripped away under conditions too horrific to bear. Standing before Guernica, 1
try, at least, to trace the time from which this work emerged, pulling it toward me through
a timeline. From December 1938 to December 1944, the Imperial Japanese Army and
Navy Air Forces repeatedly carried out large-scale bombings of Chongqing, then the
provisional capital of the Republic of China, and other areas of Sichuan Province. It is
painful to acknowledge, but I am connected to this history as well.

On the night of December 31 (Nochevieja), 1 go to Puerta del Sol. In Spain, people
welcome the New Year to the sound of the great clock. As 11:59 p.m. passes, everyone
takes out the “twelve grapes of good luck™ (las doce uvas de la suerte) they have prepared.
The bells begin to ring, and a countdown echoes through the square—doce, once, diez,
nueve, ocho...It’s faster than I expected. I panic and shove most of the grapes into my
mouth at once. There’s no time to make a wish. My mouth is stuffed with grapes, and I
have no idea what I’'m doing. When the twelfth bell finishes ringing, smiles spill out
everywhere, and people begin kissing anyone in sight. Without thinking, I hug the people
next to me. Cheers rise noisily into the night sky. Like toshikoshi soba back home, I head
to a late-night café for churros con chocolate.

Tomorrow I will begin my journey back to “America,” via London. Will Mobile still be
cold? After drinking espresso-based coffee here, I might find the drip coffee back there a
little unsatisfying.

Shida says, unusually gently:
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There may be frightening things waiting for you in Mobile, but someday, it will be all
right.

Please don’t forget that the world is beautiful—
precisely because it is so deeply, unbearably tragic.

Hasta la proxima.
See you again.
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