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Creative Self- Translation in Life Writing Classes: 

Living in J apanese ， writing in English 

Mika Toff 

Abstract 

Translation as a mode of writing is an important m巴ans of discovering how a life might be re-imagined. 

In the process of assessing a life in Japanese and then writing in English ，仕lestudent writer/ 回.n slator may 

血ld words for what could not be expressed in Japanese. The writing introduced in this paper ， with 

students' comme .nts， is pぽticipatory wri 住宅， in which students are circula 白19 their thoughts in 仕le

classroom and then o.n social media. It slows the pace ofliving and provides an opportunity to slow down 

社leproc 巴:ss of thinking ， promoting creativity and 阻 awareness ofpossibility. Thr ough a cycle ofwri 位19，

sharing ， discussing and rewriting ， students learn about 血eimportance of process ， and the w可 that it 

shap 巴:sthe class community ， understanding change in terms of relationships ， not only between Japanese 

and English or understanding 也epast 姐 dpresent in one's own life ， but about the effect of writing and 

sharing lives. 

In仕oduction

Ther巴isa long history of border management to maintain clear distinctions between creative writing and 

住anslation ，but in life writing classes ， where Japanese students write about their  lives in English ， the shifts 

in consciousness that take place in both 回 nslation 組 din becoming a character -while writing the story 

of your own life -work in tandem to reposition 也巴personal past and prefigure the fu旬re.

Translation as a mode of writing is an impo 託佃tmeans of discovering how a life might be re-imagined. 

Self- 仕組slation ，as 1 propose to use the teηn in this paper ， is a form of writing in which you are able to 

focus on the writing as the process ofrevising your relationship with aspects ofyour lifi 巴.In仕 lat proc 回 S

of assessing a life in Japanese and then writing in English ， the student writer/translator may frnd words for 

what could not be expressed in Japanese. Wi也也is awareness gained through translation ， the student 

finds 由atthey can do things with languag 巴and their lives 仕lat had not seemed possible. Thi s version of 

self- 仕anslation that 1 consider in也ispaper on writing Japanese lives in English is not done in isolation; it 

is a participatory writing: students 紅enot writing private diaries but circulating their thoughts in 仕le

classroom and then on social media. 

21 



愛知淑徳大学論集ー交流文化学部篇ー第5号

The ease 姐 dspeed of circulation ， and the consciousness of framing lives for others to view is 姐 0血er

form of translation 白atis considered in this paper. Translation is imbricated within and among media ， but 

because it is a deep and careful reading ， it remains a way to slow the pace of li吋ng and provide an 

opport 山首ザ to slow down the process of血inking. Before sharing and circulating ， the writer needs a 

chanceto 血血kabout who s/he is， what s/he wants to say and why. Slowing down enough to take stock of 

血eway meaning is made in a language ， or in a life ， is a fundamental step towards a closer scmtiny of the 

c叫旬ral as凱l!ll ptions rehearsed in life and repeated in writing about it. Translation intermpts 也at

repetition and promotes instead creativity and an awareness ofpossibility . 

Imagine: a出etranslated... 

Kimi e Takahashi points out in Language Learning ， Gender and Desire :・Japanese Women on the Move 

(2013) ，白紙“[司 or many Japanese women ，也eEnglish language has never been just another school 

subjec t. For them ， English is the tool of identity transformation and the means of obtaining what 仕ley

passionately d邸 ire." 1 Takahashi identifies “mobility ， the West and its masculinity " as 也epnrne 

motivators for learning English ， but 1也ink 也atstudents who take timeωsit down and write about their 

lives have at least slightly different motivations. Among the students in my life writing class ， auωnomy 

seems to be the most important reason for learning English and writing about 也.eir lives. They do want to 

回.v el and meet people ， but 也.ey 訂ealso interested in exarnining their own lives and shaping 出町 0明 1

ぬ同res inmore 白血one language ， and possibly more than  two. My students are younger (18 to 21) ，叩d

most are still living at home. They are not so much seeking romantic entanglement in ano 也er life and 

language as they are 位ying to ease themselves out of the web of fanulial relations 也atseem restrictive . 

Here are two examples from second-year students' writing : 

But since 1 am the youngest ， everybody in也巴family seems to think 也at1 am still a child. My白血er

carries in his p部 scase a picture ofme when 1 was a baby. My bro 也erstill can't believe that 1 c姐

ride a bicycle and my mo血er and sister can 't believe 也at 1 am already a university s旬den t.

Although 1 am nineteen ye紅sold now ， they 也ink 1 am still a child. 

Iam 也eyoungest in白efamily . When 1 was a child 1 would call my brother Oni or Yosuke ，姐 d也is

would make my mother and grandmo 由er 姐 gry .They would always say ，“Y ou must call him 

Onichan. You mustn't call him Yosuke ， and you should show him respec t." 1 couldn't understand ， 

because 1 felt it was unfair for us to be treated like 白isbecause of a di丘erence of only one year. 1 felt 

1 Takaha shi， Kimi e. (2013) . Language Le，即胃ing ，Gender and Desire : Japan 四eWomen on the Move. Bru: k cover . 
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wew 悶 like twins ， and 1 di，血'twant t'O be 田 ated like onichan 阻 dimoto. 1 wan もedt'O be treated 

eq田 lly. N'Owadays ， in 'Order n'Ot ωmake my m'O仕 ler and grandm 'Other 岨 gry ，1 call my br'Other 

Y'Osukekun wi也 alittle bit 'Of respec t. 

Alth 'Ough 1 have n'Ot f'Ound Westem masculinity t'O be 'One 'Of the t'Opics 也atmy students explicitly write 

ab'Out， gender is a企equent c'Oncem . Students write ab'Out the different things 白紙訂eexpected 'Of b'Oys 

and girls in J;叩anese s'Ociety and the  inc 'Onsistency in 也eways 也ey feel ab'Out these exp 邸 tati 'Ons

themselves and h'Ow 仕ley c'Onstruct 也eir expectati 'Ons t'Oward b'Oys. F'Or example ， c'Onsider the 

c'Onsci 'Ousness 'Of gender roles apparent in this excerpt 企'O ma20-ye 紅・'O ldw 'Om組、life writing: 

1 resisted onnarashisa. 1 hated the w'Ord， joshiryoku. What was joshiryoku? Was 社世le ability f'Or 

example ， when b'Oys and girls had a m巴alt'Oge出er，f'Or也egirl t'O be able t'O share the dishes 釘n'Ong

pe'Ople? Was it 血eability f'Or girlsωbe able ωmake sweets? Was it批 ability t'O be c'Onsci 'Ous 'Of 

beau ザ? 1 didn't kn'Ow wh'O had 也'O ught 'Of the w'Ord joshiryo 加 .Was it a girl's role t'O share f'O'O ds? 

Was it a gir l's role t'O make swe 出?Was it a gir l's r'Ole t'O be∞nsci 'Ous 'Ofbe 加 ty?

On the 'Other hand ， 1 am [als 'O] acutely sensitive ωotokorashisa. 1 have high expectati 'Ons in terms 'Of 

h'Ow  b'Oys sh'Ould behave. F'Or example ， b'Oys sh'Ould give up their seat f'Or girls 'Or seni 'Ors. B'Oys 

sh'Ould 'Open 也e d'O'O r f'Or girls. Alth 'Ough 1 resist joshiryoku ， 1 have an ideal f'Or otokorashisa. This 

way 'Of也inking was caused by my educati 'On injuni 'Or high sch 'O'O l and high sch 'O'O l time. 1 spent my 

ad'Olescence with 'Only girls. This 也newas very sensitive ， but we didn't have  boys ar'Ound 田， 'Only 

mathematics and social studies teachers wh'O were in their 60s. My 企iends and 1 talked ab'Out boys 

during lunchtime ， but we 'Only had inf 'Ormati 'On fr'Om magazines 'Or girls' ∞rnics . We knew ab'Out 

b'Oys'Only 吐lf'Ough K'Orean drama 'Or shojomanga. Our ideals became bigger and bigger. 

We see a kind 'Of d'Ouble bind here ， as the y'Oung w'Oman wri 出g d'Oes n'Ot want t'O be c'Onstrained by 

gendered destiny scripts ， and yet  she wants men t'O strictly adhere t'O theirs. The rru り'O rity 'Of my students 

are w'Omen; in fac t， there are usually very few b'Oys wh'O want t'O j'Oin血elife writing class. Girls will even 

write very c'Ourage 'Ous st'Ories about their fail 町民伽example at sch 'O'O l 'Or at血eirpart 四time j'Ob， in human 

relati 'Ons and in the way 也eydid their w'Ork， but b'Oys 'On the 'Other hand seem t'O write m'Ore ab'Out their 

ideals ，町ing t'O make themselves l'O'O k c'O'O l at白nes ，and at 'Other times writing ab'Out failures in a ∞mical 

way but unlike the girls ， tend n'Ot t'O want t'O write ab'Out rnistakes ぬeyhave made that 血eythink wi1l 

influence the way 'Others see them . They might have fewer res 仕icti 'Onswi血in也巴白mily but m'Ore 'Outside ， 

仕lepressure making them reluctant t'O write 'Openly ab'Out such 白血gs. Gender l'O'O ms large in血isidea 'Of 

selι 回nslati 'On: w'Omen are l'O'O king f'Or a way 'Out 'Of social cons 回ints ，while men are intent 'On 
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maintaining their privileged image of themselves ， and ， as we have seen ， women expect them ωdo so. 

Participatory Iif e wri 血 gclasses 

百回 life writing seminar is a伽田ーyeぽ course s旬dents begin in也eir second yeぽ ofuniversity. In也 e

second-year class 也is year ， which started to meet in the middle of April ， we have topic-focused 

discussions in class ， and 也enstudents write about the ωpic for homework ， and bring the stories to class 

也efollowing week to share. The students also come to my 0血ceonce a week to匂lkone-on-one about 

their stories and revise them; and 血enthe sωries are uploaded on Facebook group for the others to read. 

Students read each other's revised stories ， click ‘like' 叩 dmaybe write comments . 

Thr ough 血is cycle of writing ， sharing ， discussing and rewriting ， students learn about the importance of 

process ，姐d也eway 也atit shapes the class community. 百ley 血.enare better able to attend to也.eproc 回 S

of writing about their lives ， and see 也athow 血eywrite about an incident they remember c姐 bechanged 

by approaching it企omanother departure poin t. In也 isway 也ewri 位19prefigures the outcom 回世ley seek 

in life ; instead of a negative description ofvexed parent-child relations ， a story c組 propel a writer to lean 

that relationship with her fa也erand mother towards the ligh t. 

百le following is a story about 也erelationship between a student and her parents. In her first draft ， she 

began the paragraph with the sentence ，“My parents 叩 d 1 don't have a good relationship because we 

seldom m田t担 dwe don't do世lings toge 血.er ，"but later in the story ， she had mentioned that when her 

fa也er had a day off ， the fanuly would go plac 回 toge 出er and in fact ，也ey had been to m組 yplaces 

toge 白er.This ， she said ， was some 也ing she realized while writing and rereading her story . She had 

thought that she and her parents didn 't do much toge 也erbut when she wrote about it， she realized 白紙

社ley had done moreωgether 白anshe had felt 也eyhad .

My parents and 1 usually don't spend much timeωge 血er阻 dit has been like  that since 1 was a child . 

Myfa 白巴ris always busy at work ， so he comes home a食ermidnigh t. Whenever 1 see him he looks 

tired. My mo吐ler is b国 y，too. She is busy with housework ， because she wants to keep our clothes 

clean and she washes everything we we紅 every day ，組 dshe also has many dishes to wash b田ause

she pr叩ares many di在erent kinds of dishes. When 1 was a child ， 1 wanted to play with her and 1 

would say ，“Play with me，" but  she would be doing housework so she would say ，“OK， but I'm 

busy now ， just a moment ， please. " By the time she finished her housewor k， 1 would be tired of 

waiting for her and playing by myself. lt was 0食enlike 也at，but if my father had a day off once in a 

while ， my mother would leave 白ehousework and we would go out for a企ive .We have been to 

Kyoto ， Hyogo ， Shiga and Nagano toge 也er，for ex阻 lple. Occasionally ， we would go camping in 
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Gifu and g'O t'O Fukui t'O enj 'Oy fishing. At 'Other times we d'On 't see each 'Other but we can have a 

great time . My farnily is也isstyle. 

As we c'On位lU ed吐1ediscussi 'On， she ωld us ab'Out h'Ow when her 企iends taIk ed ab'Out their fa血ergiving 

them a bir 血dayp 悶sent she envied them ， and we s臼rted t'O understand 血atm'Ore imp 'Ort姐 tt'Oher 血叩也e

'Occasi 'Onal 'Outings were 白eeveryday things. Tw'O m'Onths int 'O the c'Ourse ， she sti1l seemed reluctant t'O 

write t'O'O much about her 仕ue f記lings because she was unhappy about the situati 'On， but as she wr'Ote 

m'Ore， she w'Ould find the wi11 t'O face her parents and find a way t'O improve 也is si印刷'O n. As Canadian 

auth 'Or， Nancy Hust 'On has 'Observe d， when 仕組slati 'Onis c'Ompleted ，“gaps are c1'O sed ， the pr'Ocess has 

bec 'Ome a healing 'One and the self-translat 'Or is n'O l'Onger caught between languages but able ぬexist fully 

in b'O社 1"(qtd Susan Bassnett in C'Ordingly p.16). Hust 'On links the c'Ompleti 'On t'O translati 'On t'O healing; 血

血ispaper ， 1 w'Ould argue 也atit is血eprocess itself 仕lat is therapeutic in c'Oming t'O terms with a life 也atis 

itself still in血epr ，∞ess 'Ofunf 'Olding ，組dnever fully underst 'Ood. 

In sh'Ort，仕組slati 'Onis ab'Out understanding change in terms 'Of relati 'Onships. It is n'Ot 'On1 y about the 

relati 'Onship between Japanese and English ， 'Or understanding the past 組 dpresent in 'One's 'Own life ， but 

仕1e effect 'Of writing and sharing lives. Life writing is n'Ot a secret diary . It is a series 'Of textual selfies ， 

which 紅巳 n'Otexc1usively ab'Out “h伍"; in the c1ass ， sharing als 'O takes the f'Orm 'Of a c'Omm'On t'Opic ， and 

也.ecreati 'On 'Of a c'Ommunity 'Of different approaches. Students seek 'Other ways 'Of d'Oing 血ings ，and th'Ose 

m'Od巴1s have an impact 'On y'Our lives. Thi s writing 也at we d'O， like translating ， is f'Or an audience 'Of 

mu旬alparticip 姐 ts. Thi s is part 'Ofthe participa 旬':ry culture shaped by s'Ocial media. 

百lere is fur 血er interacti 'On between first-year students c'Onsidering the life writing seminar and 

f'Ourth-year students wh'O emb 'Ody and can articulate what life writing is all ab'Out. (M'O st 'Ofthe students in 

my sec 'Ond-year seminar were inspired by and h'Oped t'O bec 'Ome like the students s'O'O n graduating 企om

my seminar . They were inspired by白eway the seni 'Ors c'Onfidently expr ，巴ssed their ideas 姐 dtalked ab'Out 

h'Ow writing about th町 lives had helped tllem t'O d'O吐 lat.)

What motivates language learning and 1if e wri 血 g?

Attitudes t'Owards English shift as writers 回 ce白eir lives in English 'Over the c'Ourse 'Of也ree years . When 

1 asked my sec 'Ond-year students in April what had made 仕lem want t'O start leaming English in tlle ve:ry 

beginning ， N explained she had started t'O g'O t'O English lessons when she was in 血efirst grade of 

elementary sch 'O'O l because there were 企iends at scho 'Ol wh'O could speak and write English and they 

l'O'O ked c'O'Ol. Even n'Ow， she says ， her m'Otives haven't really changed. At 也eshop where she w'Orks 

part- 也ne，she 'Often makes rnistakes and fee 1s inc 'Ompeten t， but she 白血b也atifshe ∞uld speak English 

に
υ
nL 



愛知淑徳大学論集交流文化学部篇ー第5号

more fluen t1y wi也 customers who don't sp伺 kJapanese ， her coworkers might be impressed and 血err

impressions of her might change. R explained 也atwhen she frrst started going to English 1回 sons ，which 

she decided ωcontinue because she 叫oyed them more 也組組同ring else she had 位ied leaming ， there 

was another girl who could speak English b甜:er 也組her and she felt 企ustrated with her inability to say 

what she wanted. And she w加 lted to be able to talk with m姐 ypeople in English ， not just that gir l. M 

started leaming English because she wanted ωwrite aぬnletter to Johnny Depp a食.er watching Pirates of 

the Caribbean ， but later ， when she was in high school ， she became 企iends with a Malaysian girl ， and was 

motivated to study harder to improve communication with her. Y grew up listening to English songs her 

moぬerplayed in也ecar and watching American 命ama on TV， and wished she could go句 anAmeric 姐

high school like she had seen in dramas ， with lockers outside the c1assroom ， big cafeterias ， going to 

school by car andωp 訂ties on the weekend. Being able to use English is cool ， and it giv 回 them

confid 叩 ce.

Fourth-year students ， however ， no longer feel that being able to use English is their only goa l. Rather ， 

白rough thepr ∞ess of life writing in English ，仕ley 紅'enow ainlIn g at being able ωexpress themselves in 

bo仕1English and Japanese. They discover things about 仕leIrlives and what 也.eyare 也血king ，出atthey 

might not notice if they were using Japanese ， too. They are busy job-hun 出g阻 dtaking interviews at 

di妊erent companies ， but 也ey say 白at they are able to answer any questions they are asked about 

themselves because 白eyhave already been writing about it， and when 白eyare asked about their failures ， 

they are able to explain confiden t1y because 也eyhave already tumed the failures into experiences 也atare

an important part of who they are ，組dare already moving on with their lives. 

Life writing in translation as a means of re-imagining 

So what is the role and value of cultivating translation awぽ'eness in this c1ass on writing about Japanese 

lives in English? First of all ， interaction in Japanese is often 白11of formulaic expressions ， fixed calls 阻 d

respons 民 so 必though there is sensitivity towards pragmatics 姐 dappropriate exchange ，世lere is not 

necessarily much 也ought about the meaning of what is said. However ， when writing in English ， what has 

gone unquestioned in Japanese is suddenly under critical scrutiny. For example ，企om ano 吐ler paper 1 

wrote ，“How Do Y ou Say ki-w かtsukau in English ，"吐 le Japanese expression kiwotsukau which often 

appears in conversation has a great variety of me組 ings. When s同de臨 say that 也ey kiwotsukau with 

different people ， it could mean 也at也ey feel uncomfortable ， or that 也ey fe巴l也eyhave to be polite ， or 

由at 也ey feel obliged to s匂rt a conversation or even that 出ey have to be attentive but in Japanese 

conversation ， they a印 刷 expe 出 dto c1ari 命the meaning. When t羽田lating such ideas into English ， 

though ， they have to stop 姐 d也ink about 血em回nings of the Japanese expressions they 紅巳 using ，and 

decide what exactly it is出atthey want to say. 
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Pa此icipatory reading ， writing ， and Iiving 

Let me reωm to the participatory nature of reading and writing in 血.e21st Cen 旬ry，組dthe multiple 

versions of our lives 也at are constituted in different technologies ， be it language or也eInteme t. When 

you share your life ， other people's lives are a能cted by it. F eminism 句ught us to pay 甜 ention to 也e

background ， to what was hidden and unrecorded; social media foregrounds 也.ecommw 証責ythat we want 

to be a part of， and 仕leway that our lives are networked ， which was occluded in the image of the solitary 

writer -even 血ewom 組 ina roorn ofher own. 

Here are sorne cornments given by rny second-year students about sharing 血e仕stories. N says that 

because her teacher and 企ien 也 read her stories ， she now 也inks about how she can write so 也at her 

readers wi1l enjoy her stories. She has to include details ， and before any 也ing ，people must understand 也e

meaning of what she wants to say. Y says 也at to write is to cl叩ちrher own opinions. Whereas in 

Japanese ， she could just get by with vague op凶ons ，in English she would have ωgive more details and 

explain what exactly she rneans. 百lI spro 田 ss gives her a chance to und 巴rstand what she herself 也inks

and feels. M also says ， that 也rough the proc 田 sof回 nslating her 出oughts ，she is able ωlook directly at 

what she is也inking ，which she sometimes seerns a企aid of doing. K says 白at也ough writing in English ， 

she has corne to want to convey her 也oughts rnore accurately. S says ，也atby writing in Englis h， she has 

realized how much she had relied on vague Japanese expressions. She now spends more time thinking 

about her own feelings ， and 也inks more carefully about the rneanings of words and expressions she and 

other people use ， in both English and Japanese. When speaking she c祖国egestures but in writing ， she 

has to be rnore clear and she finds this interesting. A says 白at she is now more conscious of也eway

words 蹴 spelled and pronounced ， even when she is 甲eaking. When listening to Englis h， she c姐 h回 r

words 血atshe can write ， and when writing ， she is rnore conscious ofthe graD1Dl ar. 

Since 1 started keeping a diary in English ， 1 have corne to realize how shallow words such as happy ， 

sad and painful are in describing rny feelings. When 1 write ，也inking about what rnakes me happy 

and how ， 1 feel 1釘nbecorning more intelligent and 血isis fun. AIso ， 1 had thought 白紙1was doing 

也esarne 也ings every day but when 1出edwriting 白巴se也ings down ， 1 realized that there were no 

two days 白紙were 仕lesame 組 dfelt that each day was special (̂・勺.

The fourth-year stude 凶 say 血at由rough life writing ， they are able to talk about 也ings 白ey wo叫dn't

have the chance to talk about with their 企iends in Japanese conversations 廿lings they rnight not have the 

courage to talk about in Japanese. Conversations over lunch with th. 担金iends can be superficial ， whereas 

discussions in the life writing class can reveal aspects 血eythernselves rnight not have noticed. 
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Conclusion 

Many of血estudents say 也at being able to look at each other 's stories on 也.err compu 句ror iPhone 

enables them to read in the 註own time ， whenever 也.ey want ω. They are always carrying their iPhones 

with 也emso if出eyare on a仕ain or bus ， or are waiting for somebody to come ，出eycan spend 也etime

reading and 也eydon't have to look for the paper 白紙社lestories are on. There 紅e，however ， students who 

feel more sec 町 eif 也eyhave eve .η也ing on paper ， in也eir folder. People are in a hU1η， and inpatien t. We 

needωslow down. The media is a tool to change the way we write ， to change the writing ∞mmunitybut 

it does two things ， which we need to be aw釘 e of. It speeds up our lives ， and translation forces us to slow 

down. We need to be reminded of pace . When it was TV or movie ， we could watch the screens all day 

long but we can feel so absorbed in our lives that we forget we are sitting at a table. We need to白血k

about what we are doing ， in our lives as well. All 出eexcitement is not on the Inteme t. The network can 

be釦nand helpful ， but also as cons 仕aining asぬmily.
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