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Preface



THROUGH LANGUAGE, THE WORLD IS IN CONSTANT motion. Trying to grasp that motion in its totality would be like trying to catch every species of fish in the sea at the same time—impossible, in other words. At first, I tried using terms like “immigrant literature,” “border crossing,” “creole,” “minority,” “translation” as my net, hoping to catch a few schools of fish that way, but I didn’t get very far. So instead, I decided to become a fish myself and swim around to all the different oceans in the world. As a frequent traveler, I soon realized that writing this way suited me best. I could suddenly express all that I wanted to say. And that’s how the names of cities came to replace the series of abstract nouns that had previously occupied Exophony’s chapter headings. Fish that I am, I used my scales to feel out the linguistic textures of each place as I went swim-walking about. And it was through these sensations—illuminating and being illuminated by all that I had read, thought, and heard—that this book slowly and steadily took shape.


YOKO TAWADA










Introduction



I READ EXOPHONY ON TOUR IN MILAN AND LIGURIA, doing interviews and a literary event in my sixth language, Italian. Something in me comes alive in Italian, like a champagne bottle popping spontaneously. It’s the most ad hoc of the languages I’ve learned—no formal study, no extended time in the country, gleaned mainly from novels and podcasts—and I have fun in it. Indeed, I’d just written my first few articles in Italian. The day I arrived in Milan I bought La Stampa at a kiosk near the central station to read my own words in print. I didn’t have cash so, in an ironically consumerist twist, I impulse-bought a book on capitalismo di guerra (war capitalism) to meet the card minimum.


Twice on this trip journalists asked me if I would ever write fiction in any of my languages besides English. The first time I answered unequivocally that I would not; I wrote the odd thing privately in other languages as an exercise but none of them could rival the stylistic control I enjoy in English. By the next time I was posed the question, I had finished reading Yoko Tawada’s take on the matter and had changed my mind. I’m the boss in English, but maybe it’s more interesting not to be. Authority isn’t everything.


Tawada’s is not a show-off polyglot manifesto. She writes in her native Japanese and in German, and the ambiguities and dissonances between the two interest her more than any conventional display of linguistic virtuosity. ‘I’m not interested in studying lots of languages’, she says frankly. ‘To me, it’s the space between languages that’s most important, more than the languages themselves. Maybe what I really want is not to be a writer of this or that language in particular, but to fall into the poetic ravine between them.’


Over the course of this delightful essay collection, Tawada navigates this lacuna with wit and wonder. She does not speak solely to the language freaks—guilty as charged—but to anyone curious about words. Her understanding of exophonic literature is not an actuarial calculation of how many languages a writer speaks, but how flexible they are on the page. Paul Celan, who wrote only in German, is spiritually a multilingual poet for Tawada: his knowledge of French and Russian seeps through in moments like his punning of the visually identical Neige (neglect) with the French neige (snow). I speak French and German and had never thought to make the connection because the words sound so different. On her tour through the ravine, Tawada stops to re-examine what you thought you already knew.


Native English speakers will come away from this book better acquainted with their mother tongue. Tawada’s discussion of anglicisms in other languages reveals what is distinct and worth borrowing in our own. She charts this influence in detail, from the lavishing of English loanwords on Japanese adverts to the rise in German word-for-word calques like ‘Das macht Sinn’, a hyper-literal translation of ‘That makes sense’. A middle-aged German once praised me for saying ‘Das ergibt Sinn’, lamenting that not all native speakers my age still did. Tawada does not share such speakers’ judgement. She is inquisitive about trends, honest about finding some innovations ugly but willing to accept that languages change.


Sometimes the rupture is the point. In ‘Spelling Words’ Tawada explores how the uncertainty of a foreign tongue can free one intellectually and artistically. ‘So long as I’m writing in Japanese’, she says, ‘the impulse to avoid certain taboo subjects is automatically activated. When I write in other languages, however, this function goes dormant. I find myself being bolder and expressing things I would never have thought to say otherwise.’


To Tawada, languages are not private property and native speakers do not hold the deeds. She enjoys listening to French without understanding a word of it; she flips through a German thesaurus as if window-shopping. In speaking a foreign language, you can trust your own instinct: ‘If you dislike a word, there is always some reason for it, even if you cannot explain it immediately, and it is usually tied to your personal memories and aesthetics’. The non-native speaker is not a humble supplicant but a poet and innovator. ‘[L]osing your accent isn’t the goal of learning a language’, Tawada insists.


With this joy in multilingualism, she holds a simultaneous awareness that it is often the result of oppression. Here she is in ‘Seoul: Enforced Exophony’: ‘I realised how it sounded for me, a Japanese person, to be harping on about the joys of venturing outside one’s mother tongue—particularly here in Korea, where Japan had forced the Korean people into an exophonic condition against their will’.


As an Irish person, I’m writing this introduction in English because the British Empire lovingly forced its tongue on my great-grandparents. Across the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, my family—along with most of rural Ireland—dropped their native Gaeilge and transitioned to the language of colonial survival. I do speak Irish, but I largely taught myself; my parents only know a little.


In ‘Weimar: Small Languages, Big Languages’ Tawada describes the perceived pressure on writers to ‘save’ minority languages; it’s particularly complicated when one isn’t even a native speaker to begin with, and therefore risks—in the eyes of some—doing more harm than good. Still, most people want Irish to be spoken and written by as many as possible, if only to affirm that it’s worth using at all. Colonial countries take it for granted that their language will be respected. For centuries ours was violently suppressed.


I used to think I would never write in Irish. Tawada has made me want to try. I defy you to come away from this book not yearning to explore something too—whether it’s learning your first foreign language or simply reexamining the peculiarities of English.


Naoise Dolan


Dublin


April 2025










I 
Voyages Outside the Mother Tongue











Dakar



Exophony as Common Sense


IN NOVEMBER OF 2002, I PARTICIPATED IN A SYMPOSIUM that took place in Dakar, Senegal. The symposium was sponsored by the Goethe Institute, as well as the Center for Literary Research in Berlin, and a number of writers and scholars from Germany, including myself, were invited to be in dialogue with a group of Senegalese authors. It was there that I first heard the term “exophonic writer,” from a scholar named Robert Stockhammer. I was familiar with similar terms, such as “immigrant literature” or “creole literature,” but “exophonic” had a much broader meaning, referring to the general experience of existing outside of one’s mother tongue. It isn’t just immigrants who write in foreign languages, after all, and it’s not always the case that the languages they write in are creole. The world is far more complex than that.


I was particularly struck by that complexity when I met the German-language writers who had been invited to Senegal. For example, both the Greek writer Eleni Torossi and I immigrated to Germany, and I suppose to a certain extent you could call us “immigrant writers.” But someone like Maja Haderlap, a Slovenian writer who was born and raised in Austria, is decidedly not an immigrant. Though she was raised in Austria, Haderlap primarily grew up hearing and speaking Slovenian. Nowadays in Austria this would be quite uncommon—but forty years ago, there were still plenty of isolated pockets throughout the country where minority languages were still spoken. While her parents could speak German, Maja, who spent most of her time with her Slovenian-speaking grandmother, didn’t have a mother tongue, she said, so much as a grandmother tongue.


At the same symposium, the Swiss writer Hugo Loetscher spoke about language policies in Switzerland, which has four official languages. He explained the considerable differences that exist between spoken Swiss German and standard German, and what those differences mean for Swiss literature. It dawned on me that the phenomenon of existing outside of one’s mother tongue was in fact quite common, and not necessarily related to being an immigrant or speaking a creole language.


In the former French colony of Senegal, it was the norm until recently for most books to be written in French—which meant that Senegalese writers were writing in a language other than the one they grew up hearing and speaking. Of course, oral literature had always been passed down in the local languages, but as written literature took on greater importance, writing in French was seen as the only choice. The kind of French that Senegalese writers were writing in was not a creole language, nor was it pidgin. When I asked whether there were any particular characteristics of Senegalese French, a young scholar from Berlin named Dirk Naguschewski informed me that my question was a fraught one. Most Senegalese writers dislike being associated with a “West African” style of French, as they see themselves as writing in standard French. I was surprised by his response—I had no idea that the pressure to adhere to standard French was so strong. I had assumed that, precisely because these highly educated writers were living in a pluralistic culture, it would be natural for a new kind of French—one distinct from the kind spoken in Paris—to develop there.


In Senegal, going to school and learning how to read and write meant learning how to read and write French, since for much of its history Wolof and other Indigenous Senegalese languages did not exist in written form. Whenever I admitted to someone in Senegal that I did not speak French, they seemed utterly perplexed. Perhaps they had never heard of a writer who didn’t know French—after all, not knowing French basically amounted to saying that one was illiterate.


And yet, Senegalese writers have recently begun to publish books in Wolof. According to reports by publishers and editors, books written in Wolof have sold quite well, to the point that readership has increased overall—contrary to their expectations that these books would be difficult to sell.


Some Senegalese writers have also begun writing novels in English, such as Gorgui Dieng, who gave a presentation at the conference on his novel, A Leap Out of the Dark. While it might be a commonly held notion, at least in Japan, that the international language is English, in Senegal, it is French. English is considered just another European language.


When I left Dakar and traveled to Saint-Louis, another Senegalese city, I had to rely on my French-speaking German friends whenever I interacted with hotel staff or taxi drivers. All this is to say that, for a Senegalese writer, there is really no reason to write in English. Nevertheless I found it refreshing to learn that, when rebelling against a past in which they were forced to write in French, some Senegalese writers had opted not to return to their mother tongue of Wolof, but chose an altogether different language to write in, thereby broadening their own sense of autonomy and freedom. These writers were choosing to assert their independence not by reaching for the past and their roots, but by taking a leap into a completely different, faraway world.


Of course, the decision to write in English cannot be separated from the fact that a writer will almost certainly increase their global readership by doing so. In that sense, it may be difficult to argue that a writer is exactly exercising their own freedom of choice when they decide to write in English. Currently, there is a vigorous debate going on in Senegal over the politics of writing in English, as many writers confront the question of whether that is necessary in order to be read by more people all over the world.


Coming back to the term “exophony,” however, I can’t help but feel a fondness for the term, resonating as it does with the word “symphony.” There are so many different kinds of music in the world. What happens when you step outside the cocoon of your own mother tongue? What new kinds of music do you begin to hear? Though “exophonic” might seem similar to concepts like “immigrant” or “foreign,” I think it’s exactly the opposite. The terms “immigrant literature” and “foreign literature” conjure images of an outsider coming in and taking up the domestic language in order to write something. “Exophonic literature,” on the other hand, implies that a writer is going from the inside out. How do I step outside of the mother tongue to which I am bound? What might happen if I did? The exophonic is an adventurous concept, brimming with curiosity. Not all instances of exophonic literature are born out of such inquisitiveness, of course. Sometimes a writer is made to write in a language that is not their own due to colonization or exile. And yet, if the literature produced by such circumstances is beautiful and interesting, I see no need to place it in a separate category from other kinds of exophonic writing. At least, this is the conclusion I have come to after talking with a number of refugee writers in Germany over the past ten years. Many of them have told me that, while the circumstances of having to leave their country were of course painful, the encounter with a new language was not necessarily so.


The same could be said of formerly colonized countries. This is not at all to justify colonization; rather, we have to take seriously the work of those who are writing with the material they have been given, even if that material is less than ideal. According to Dr. Stockhammer, all creative language is chosen. Writers from formerly colonized countries, who were forced to write in another language due to circumstances beyond their control, would then cease to be the exception. After all, even monolingual writers must write in a chosen language—otherwise, we would not be able to call what they write “literature.” The phenomenon of exophony thus turns the tables on writers of so-called normal literature, by posing the question: Why did you choose to write in this particular language?


Many fierce debates took place at the Dakar conference. There was one scholar of French literature who had been living in Dakar for the past thirty years. She was a passionate supporter of Senegalese writers—but her attitude toward them bordered on the paternalistic. At one point, she made a well-intentioned but problematic comment along the lines of: “When you write in French, you must be very careful not to let your language get too rough around the edges. Otherwise, people will label your writing as ‘African French’ [here she used a racist word], and it won’t be taken seriously.” Even though I was listening to her commentary through an interpreter, I could hear the infantilization seeping out through the edges of her words. During the Q and A, Dirk Naguschewski pushed back on her comment, asserting that Senegalese writers were allowed to write however they wanted, and that just because this scholar happened to be a “native speaker” of French did not give her the license to determine what was good or bad French.


In Germany, I sometimes meet people who think they have absolute ownership over the German language simply because they are native speakers. They believe that the German in which Goethe wrote represents the pinnacle of the language, that the German in which Kleist wrote is slightly inferior to Goethe’s, and that the German in which immigrants write is slightly inferior to Kleist’s. I suppose people who haven’t thought too deeply about literature might pick out a word in a text by an immigrant writer and deem it childish. Or they might see a sentence construction they aren’t familiar with and assume it is bad writing. This sort of thing is not uncommon. If the critic and the writer share a mother tongue, the critic will tend to restrain their criticism; whereas if the writer is a “foreigner,” they feel no qualms about broadcasting their ignorant opinions. Sometimes critics feel insecure about their grasp of contemporary literature and choose to project their inferiority complex onto immigrant writers. Perhaps in these cases, they see immigrant writing as something they feel entitled to police, to make sure it doesn’t veer off in the “wrong direction.”


In Japan, immigrant writing isn’t a frequent topic of debate, as it’s not enough of a major genre yet. Of course, there are many writers of Chinese or Korean heritage, but they still fall within the mainstream of Japanese-language literature, and would not necessarily be considered “minority” writers. The only writers that come to mind who have immigrated to Japan and write in Japanese as non-native speakers are Hideo Levy and David Zoppetti. Up until recently, many Japanese people believed it was impossible for someone whose mother tongue was not Japanese to write literature in their language. Levy has written about this phenomenon extensively in his essays.


If a writer decides to write in a particular language, they are under no obligation to use that language in the same way that the majority of its speakers use it. The writer is also not obligated to share the aesthetic sensibilities of their contemporaries. What’s more important is that they uncover some latent potential in the language, which no one had noticed before. Venturing outside of one’s mother tongue is one strategy for revealing the possibility or impossibility of a given linguistic expression. Of course, there are many ways to “step outside” of oneself, and taking up a foreign language is just one.


The most difficult aspect of writing in a foreign language is not the words themselves, but the constant need to battle against stereotypes. Many people—in both Germany and Japan—insist on measuring one’s relationship to a foreign language using only the metrics of good or bad, skilled or unskilled. Turning to someone who has just uttered an incredibly complex aesthetic statement in Japanese, and saying, “Wow, your Japanese is so good” is like turning to Van Gogh and saying, “Wow, you’re so good with sunflowers.” But unfortunately, many people still make comments like these in complete earnest. For some reason, if the writer is a foreigner, it seems the only criterion for judging their relationship to the language they write in is “good” or “bad.”


I think Japanese people often take up the study of a foreign language without thinking too deeply about their reasons for doing so. There, too, “good” and “bad” become the only way of defining their relationship to the language. There is probably a historical reason for this. In Japanese society, European languages (especially English and French) have long been used as a tool to enforce classist ideas. It’s not just that being “bad” at English has implications for one’s future, such as failing the entrance exams and not being able to go to college. There is a way that knowledge of a foreign language is used performatively, to reinforce one’s status. Recently I was reading a Japanese manga and came across the sentence: “This is a French restaurant, so naturally everything on the menu is in French. For high-class customers only!” Learning a foreign language, and spending time abroad, are associated with becoming “high class”—in other words, putting distance between yourself and other, presumably more “ordinary,” Japanese people. It becomes a status symbol, which implies that the authority for determining whether one is “good” or “bad” at a language comes not from within oneself, but from somewhere else. And for Japanese people, that place is occupied by the abstract image of a “Westerner”: It is his authority that determines whether they are “good” or “bad.” This isn’t just rooted in Confucianism—it’s also a colonial idea. In a master-disciple relationship, a teacher is an actual, flesh-and-blood human being—not an abstract idol. However, to revere the abstract image of the “Westerner” as an agent of authority means, simultaneously, to deny the individuality of actual people in Europe and the United States. Actual, living, flesh-and-blood “Westerners” are quite diverse. They are Turkish German, Korean German, Indian British, Vietnamese French, African American, Japanese American, etc. But the concept of the “Westerner” allows Japanese people to completely ignore this diversity and instead cling to an abstract image they have in their head. At least, this was the case in until recently.


Back when I was still living in Japan almost twenty years ago, I saw a film at the Athénée Français called “The Dog That Was Hit by a Car.” The film told the story of a West African scholar who lived in Japan. One day, he is approached by a group of French expats in a bar who ask him why he is studying Japanese culture when there are people starving in Africa. “Is it true that they eat human flesh in Africa?” a drunk man asks. In a flash of anger, the scholar flips over the table. Previously in the film, he had decided to teach French to make money on the side, and had posted flyers advertising his classes. Most of the interested students were young Japanese women, but when they arrived at his house and discovered that he was African, they were frightened and ran away. This scene throws into sharp relief the warped desires that Japanese people have vis-à-vis the French language, as well as the feeling of unease that stems from their own sense of inferiority. Perhaps subconsciously, the women in the film are thinking, “Even though we Asians were once considered barbarians by the European just like Africans, now that we are rich, we can pay the expensive fees required to learn French, thus proving that we are no longer barbarians.” And yet, when an African man turns out to be the French teacher, they run away in shock. All of this means that, somewhere along the way, Japanese people have inherited the racism of Europeans. This strange inferiority complex may have been concealed for a time by Japan’s rapid economic growth, but it never really disappeared. I was born at a time when Japanese people were still trying to heal the wounds of war, asserting that they were “on par” with the West by flaunting their money.


When I first immigrated to Germany in 1980, I noticed that it was always older Japanese people who would say things like: “Nowadays, we’re the ones dining at the best restaurants in Europe and taking home the most expensive things.” Perhaps this was their way of dealing with the stress that came from having to constantly conceal their own sense of inferiority. It would be one thing to indulge yourself at the height of the bubble economy, but I sensed something else—a certain aggressiveness to their frenzied shopping sprees, a desperation to rid themselves of their self-hatred by spending money. As a result, not only did we lose the opportunity to really analyze our Eurocentrism and destroy it—we also equated European culture with consumerism, and came to identify with it. And we that, we swept the eraser shavings of history off the table and into the trash. 


Recently, I heard a Japanese person say they were “going to Asia.” At first I had no idea what they were talking about, but eventually I realized that they didn’t think of Japan as part of Asia. To them, “Asia” was not a geographical entity, so much as an economic zone.


Some people accuse me of being anachronistic when I talk about the inferiority complex of Japanese people, implying that it’s no longer relevant. I’m just learning French because it’s fun, they claim. There are so many things I want to buy in Paris and French food is so delicious! I don’t have an inferiority complex, I’m not resentful, there’s no need to think about anything difficult or complicated! But the intertwined problems of Eurocentrism and Japan’s deeply twisted sense of nationalism have yet to be overcome—they have simply been concealed. If only the economic crisis had led to a real reckoning with these issues, perhaps the collapse of the bubble economy wouldn’t have been for nothing. But of course, it was never that simple. As soon as the bubble economy collapsed and the era of luxury ended, the needle simply shifted: The new line became about how studying a foreign language like French was an unnecessary indulgence, and how one should study a more practical and business-oriented language like English. Meanwhile Japanese universities continue slashing the budgets of every language program except for English.


If you don’t think too deeply or seriously about why you are studying a language, you end up becoming a pawn of your country’s opportunism. 


These are just some of the things I was thinking about on the plane ride back from Senegal, as I munched on the delicious snacks provided by Air France. 
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